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Abstract
This study presents a detailed analysis of the liturgical music of Benjamin Britten (1913- 
1976). In addition to several pieces Britten wrote for the Anglican liturgy and one for the 
Roman Catholic Church, a number of other works, not originally composed for liturgical 
purpose, but which fonction well in a liturgical setting, are included, providing a substantial 
repertory which has hitherto received little critical commentary.
Although not occupying a place of central importance in the composer’s musical output, it is 
argued that a detailed examination of this liturgical music is important to form a fuller 
understanding of Britten’s creative character; it casts additional light on the composer’s 
technical procedures (in particular his imaginative exploitation of tonal structure which 
embraced modality, free-tonality and twelve-tone ideas) and explores further Britten’s 
commitment to the idea of a composer serving society.
The importance of church-going in Britten’s early life and the influence it exerted on his 
music for the church is considered.
It is argued that ‘Tradition’ is a key concept in the music of the Anglican Church. The 
presentation of an adumbration of the Church of England’s history shows what the totems of 
this Tradition are and that they are clearly recognisable in the music of composers at the heart 
of it. It is shown that Britten both respected and fed off Tradition and that his liturgical music 
clearly relates to the Anglican Church Music Tradition in a specific way. This study 
concludes that Britten’s liturgical music can most intelligently be viewed in relation to a 
specific branch of the Tradition: the Parish Church Musical Tradition. It is a context that has 
not previously been clearly recognised in previous critical studies and this has therefore led, it 
is argued, to an insufficient understanding of its particular aesthetic characteristics.
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Introduction
The aims of this study are to give a detailed analysis of a corpus of work by Benjamin Britten 
that has hitherto largely escaped the in-depth scrutiny of scholars -the liturgical music -and to 
place this in the context of the Anglican Church Music Tradition.
Like two gear-wheels, the two aims interlock and operate in concert. Although they are not, 
and cannot be treated as if they were, one and the same single object -an  issue discussed a 
little later -their points of engagement are frequent. The larger gear-wheel, the Anglican 
Church Music Tradition, would naturally be thought to drive the smaller gear-wheel, Britten’s 
liturgical music. However I will show that the driving-power also occasionally shifts 
direction; that Britten’s liturgical music actually affected the shape of music in the Tradition. 
A dramatic power-reversal of this type, where a single composer has altered the course of a 
long Tradition, is perhaps easier to appreciate (it has certainly been almost unquestionably 
accepted) in a composer like Howells or even Stanford who, rightly or wrongly, are seen as 
central Anglican church music composers and whose music has influenced the musical 
tradition of the Anglican Church to the extent that it has almost become synonymous with it. 
The extent of Britten’s influence in the Anglican Church has received little critical assessment 
and one of the reasons for this, I would argue, is that he has made little impact in the 
Cathedral. When the Anglican Church Music Tradition is mistakenly taken to equate with the 
Cathedral Tradition, which it all too frequently is, such an oversight is inevitable.
The extent of the Tradition’s influence on Britten or Britten’s influence over the Tradition 
presupposes that Britten was aware of the Anglican Church Music Tradition and recognisably 
engaged with it and responded to it in a positive way. It is my intention to present an 
unequivocal case for this presupposition, demonstrating that Britten knew a great deal about 
the Tradition, or at least a branch of it, and about the church’s liturgical practices, about the 
church’s musical repertoire and about the church’s primary musical resources, the choir and 
the organ.
It has been necessary to investigate basic issues about the nature of the Anglican Church in 
order to form a substantive opinion about its musical ideals and aesthetics. I have not 
investigated source material to do this but relied on existing authoritative literature. As a 
corollary, I have not sought to present an alternative or revisionist view of the subject. I 
accept the view which scholars in the field have presented in a reassuring degree of 
agreement. Naturally I have been selective, choosing to record those events which I see as 
contributing substantially to the shaping of Tradition. I have found it natural too to emphasise
the role music and composers have played in the shaping of these issues. Britten’s music 
remains the central concern of this dissertation; I am not primarily concerned with the history 
of the Anglican Church.
What I seek to provide is an adumbration of the history of the Anglican Church which makes 
clear, for example, the crucial differences between the Cathedral Tradition and the Parish 
Church Tradition. Although these seem absolutely crucial in relation to understanding the 
liturgical music of Britten, it is a distinction that many Britten commentators fail to make. It 
is, for example, difficult to ascertain whether Evans (1979) is aware of the difference at all; he 
shows no significant concern in relating the liturgical music pieces he discusses (and this is by 
no means all of them) to church tradition. Elliott (2006) discusses Britten’s Low Church up­
bringing and even includes some comment of the type of music Britten would have 
experienced as a result, but makes no assessment of how this may have made an important 
impact in the styling of his liturgical music. Even Routley (1964), for all his understanding of 
the diversity in churchmanship, fails to draw any conclusions from the fact that Britten was 
writing mainly for parish churches and not cathedrals and that this may have been an 
important factor relating to stylistic features (to which Routley is particularly sensitive) in the 
pieces by Britten he discusses. It should not be assumed (as Routley perhaps did) that the 
reader will programme these differences in for himself and draw the correct conclusions. This 
is the assumption I wish to eliminate, not only by explaining clearly what the differences are 
and how they arose, but also by showing clearly where Britten’s music stands in relation to 
them.
There is a tendency in non-specialist books, which none the less refer to it, to view the 
Anglican Church Music Tradition as a single entity which operates nationally and in all 
conditions of Anglican churches and not as the multifaceted object it really is. One cannot 
ignore, for example, the different factions found within the Tractarian tradition and what these 
might signify musically, or even the difference between Tractarians and Evangelicals. This 
may not be a major issue when all that is required is discussion of Anglican church music in 
general terms (say in a discussion of Stanford or Wesley as composers) but will be too 
generalised for the specific task that is laid out here.
An example of too generalised an approach can be observed in the following comment made
by Herbert Howells during a BBC Home Service broadcast on November 14‘^ , 1943:
A fortnight ago Benjamin Britten’s cantata Rejoice in the Lamb was broadcast... I like 
to think that if Purcell had been one of the listeners he might well have caught an echo 
of his own lilting tunes and rhythms. For certainly the echo was there!
Palmer 1996, p. 396
Whilst Britten’s debt to Purcell is not doubted (it was of course openly, proudly and 
repeatedly acknowledged by Britten himself) Howells might profitably have identified a more 
substantial collateral relationship; that between Britten’s aesthetic considerations and those of 
the Restoration Chapel Royal composers in general (not only Purcell), and whether there was 
any historical precedent for this aesthetic appropriation in a work written for the parish 
church. The relevancy of the connection is particularly noticeable by its absence since, a few 
paragraphs later, Howells goes on to mention the Chapel Royal and its music. Howells failed 
to inform his listeners (or perhaps see himself) of the connection.
There are two authors whose books have been of particular value in the construction of my 
narrative. Not only are they acutely aware of the differing strands of Tradition in the Anglican 
Church, but they concentrate on the musical aspects of the subject and write perceptively on 
both: Temperley (1979) and Wilson-Dickson (1997). I have drawn on Temperley extensively, 
in the belief that this neither weakens the legitimacy nor the novelty of what I have set out to 
achieve here which is different from what he has achieved. But neither Temperley nor 
Wilson-Dickson are, in themselves, adequate for my stated purpose; Temperley, because he 
concentrates on only one strand of the Anglican Music Tradition, that of the parish church and 
Wilson-Dickson because his book is too generalised, tackling the whole of Christian Music 
from pre-Christian times up to contemporary developments. Temperley, incidentally, doesn’t 
mention Britten at all and Wilson-Dickson only has passing references to Britten and makes 
no attempt to align his music with any particular Anglican trend. This is not to pass judgement 
on either Temperley’s or Wilson-Dickson’s books, merely to emphasise the need to provide 
what is so far lacking; an adequately broad yet nuanced account of the Anglican Church 
Music Tradition which makes it possible to evaluate Britten’s position within it in a reliable 
and precise way.
Issues of methodology and the structure of the study
The presentation of a history of the Anglican Church Music Tradition and the presentation of 
detailed analyses of each piece of Britten’s liturgical music are, as pointed out above, discrete 
in nature. This presents a formal challenge which has to be addressed: how to get the two 
aims stated here to coalesce into a single study -to  show how the two interact with each
other/ In chapters IX, X and XI this coalition appears far less problematic since the period of 
church history or topic discussed catches-up with Britten’s life and work so the two strands of 
the study knit quite naturally together, working in meaningful counterpoint. However, at the 
extremes -when discussing the music of the Reformed Church of England for example and 
considering the minutiae of a detail of voice-leading in a Britten anthem -coalition is an 
unlikely proposition. Rather than pretend that it is likely, I have elected to structure parts of 
this study quite deliberately into contextual chapters -III, IV, V and VI for example -and 
chapters focussing more exclusively on Britten’s music -V a and Villa for example. This 
method of presentation is not altogether disadvantageous. It allows room for expansion and 
the inclusion of a large range of material necessary for its purpose, unmanageable if presented 
in a portmanteau chapter where issues quickly become confused. Additionally, it requests the 
reader to engage in the very exercise which is one of this study’s main purposes -and one, it is 
argued, previous commentators have been slow to engage in -namely, considering the context 
of Britten’s liturgical music whilst contemplating the liturgical music itself. Chapter V thus 
supplies the necessary historical information in which to place Britten’s Psalm 150, discussed 
in chapter Va (chapter VIII performs a similar function for chapter Villa). Yet this process of 
synchronism needs to be achieved by the reader and these portions of the study treated as 
background and foreground to each other,^ as some of the chapter/subchapter headings clearly 
imply.
To suggest that total integration of musicological issues is possible or even profitable is 
untenable; there is still a necessary role for formalistic approaches. To imply, for example, 
that the structure of an individual piece of Britten’s liturgical music can reliably be taken as 
an indicator as to whether it belongs in the Cathedral or the Parish Church Tradition, or is a 
product of a Low Churchman or High Churchman, is untenable. At the same, to ignore, or 
remain insensitive to issues beyond an autonomous musical object unnecessarily restricts the 
possibility of elucidating it further. Although, therefore, there is little incentive to engineer a 
synthetic coalition of formal issues and issues connected with the history of Anglican 
worship, it is my intention here to allow the formalistic analyses to move “outwards to 
embrace the issues of value, meaning, and difference that increasingly concern other
’ The anxiety involved in presenting a convincing study o f music when drawing in many disparate issues is a 
common trope o f New Musicology and is a problem discussed very frankly by the contributing writers in 
Rethinking Music 1999.
 ^A successful precedent for this structure is Gatens’s Victorian Cathedral Music in Theory and Practice, 1986 
which, as its title infers, is divided into two parts: the first outlining the historical and aesthetical background to 
the work o f actual composers presented in the second. Dr Gatens informed me (in a private correspondence) that 
this was the structure o f his PhD dissertation upon which the book was entirely based.
musicologists” (ed. Cook and Everist 1999, p. xii) and not blithely assume “music’s 
separateness from the rest of the universe” (ibid.).
Some initial issues addressed are: what constitutes Britten’s liturgical music (chapter II) -for 
there is some ambiguity about this -and what constitutes the Anglican Church Music 
Tradition.
What counts as Britten’s liturgical music is debatable. I offer arguments to suggest that many 
of his choral pieces with Christian texts or themes and all of the organ music should be treated 
as such even though it was not all written specifically for the liturgy. The quality too of 
Britten’s liturgical music is debatable. Of the two debates, it is the one concerning quantity 
which ultimately provides the more interesting discussion. There is undoubtedly some 
unevenness in the music of Britten, as there is in the work of any outstanding composer. 
Overwhelmingly, however, he is a composer whose inventiveness and resourcefulness is in 
evidence in even the most modest of his musical essays, which include some of the liturgical 
music. Where other composers may be mundane, Britten is inventive; where other composers 
may opt for routine, Britten opts for surprise. These attributes proceeded from a musical mind 
that was keen to learn from the past, possessed (according to at least two poets) a poet’s 
sensitivity to words, an almost painful sensitivity to atmosphere (Britten referred somewhere 
to his “thin skin”), and a pronounced preference for dramatic expression. He enjoyed punning 
and solving conundrums, and found technical inadequacy anathema. These traits are 
evidenced in this study with particular reference to a repertoire of Britten’s music some of 
which remains relatively unknown -not only to Britten scholars but also to church music 
scholars. Even the shortest piece considered here displays, I believe, sufficient interest -  
formally, stylistically, biographically -to  merit the detailed examination it is subjected to.
It could not be argued that Britten’s liturgical music represents the composer’s most profound 
or intellectually searching music, although there are examples of both profundity and 
intellectual searching. There is, however, no noticeable cessation of Britten’s musical abilities 
brought about by the composer’s ambiguous feelings towards the organised church. Britten 
simply approached the task of writing liturgical music in the same way that he approached the 
majority of his commissioned composing tasks; attempting to write the most effective music 
for the people and places involved and to suit the particular occasion for which it was 
intended. The ‘places’ and ‘occasions’ -in  this case, ecclesiastic buildings and liturgy -can 
only impose the weight of their actuality upon practitioners who are intimately acquainted 
with them. By drawing on a large range of biographical material I seek to quantify and define 
Britten’s acquaintanceship with the ways and music of the Anglican Church and its Tradition.
Further, this study suggests how Britten’s knowledge of the Anglican Church Tradition 
played a significant part in the formation of his liturgical music compositions.
Britten, as late as 1966, was still proclaiming that he could not work
without some kind o f-to  put it in its simplest way -tonal centre, I must have a form of 
scale... I think that one of the things an audience unconsciously feels is the tension 
that comes fi*om having an established scale or mode -a  recognisable centre which you 
can depart fi*om and return to.
Kildea 2003, p. 299
The sensitivity to tonal cogency (which was not as well defined in earlier works -the period 
just prior to his study at the Royal College of Music to the end of it, around 1928-34 as it was 
later to become^) that can be experienced in most of Britten’s music is not, therefore, 
coincidental, and certainly not accidental or casually deployed. This cogency provides balance 
and dynamic contour and at the end of a composition there is a satisfying and accountable 
experience of completeness (unless incompleteness is deliberately engineered as with the end 
of the Third String Quartet of 1975). Britten himself would undoubtedly have preferred the 
mechanics behind this balance and completeness to perform their task without, as he would 
have seen it, unnecessary intrusion. The professional musical analyst, investigating the 
mechanisms of Britten’s music, would argue very strongly in favour of the value of such 
intrusion. The products of a mind as musically inventive and resourceful as Britten’s do not 
only move the emotions (an area of musical response analysts all too often give the 
impression they are indifferent to) but also stimulate the intellect. The latter response need not 
cancel out the former (which may have been Britten’s fear) and can be equally inspiring.
It is my intention to investigate the ways Britten manipulated tonal cogency and offer, 
thereby, explanations as to why his music provides (or can provide) such a satisfying 
experience of balance and completeness. Britten’s tonal cogency,"  ^demonstrated very clearly 
in his liturgical music, contains many subtleties and sophisticated intricacies. These can be 
highlighted by structural analyses using Schenkerian analytic practice. The “recognisable 
centre” Britten referred to emerges with clarity and the “tension” shows up in a richly 
ornamented foreground, sometimes displaying a high level of chromatic activity. In addition
 ^ See Forrest (2010, pp. 1-2) for a discussion of tonality in early Britten.
Donald Mitchell told Christopher Wintle (in a public interview in 2001) that Britten stressed “that for him the 
concept o f tonality was absolutely fundamental to his composing. He could not have conceived composing in its 
absence”. (Gamham 2011 p. 274.)
to scales, Britten saw no need to abandon the triad as the basic vertical unit of his music, 
despite the fact that he put considerable strain upon it from time to time (particularly in his 
Royal College of Music compositions and the period roughly demarked by the composition of 
the first Church Parable, Curlew River, 1964, and the Suite for Harp, 1969). Because of this 
and because of Britten’s partiality for triads related by thirds, it is occasionally instructive to 
plot progressions on a Tonnetz which gives, visually, a very clear representation of certain 
types of relationships and complements other mechanisms, particularly those favouring voice- 
leading, that might obscure these.
On the whole Britten’s foreground ‘thematic process’ is so clear that the identification of cells 
which lend unity to each theme in a piece seems tautological. Occasionally the latent unity 
between contrasting themes is so heavily concealed (and was perhaps unconscious on 
Britten’s part) that it is worth pointing out as proof of Britten’s consistency of thought.
As a result of Britten’s commitment to tonality he understood the emotive power of 
circumvention tactics based on expected assumptions of voice-leading and harmonic 
progression; places where an expected tonic is substituted by a subdominant (perhaps no­
better exemplified than in his arrangement of the National Anthem); places where an expected 
four-bar phrase is expanded to five or contracted to three bars, for example. In such 
incidences it is useful, if somewhat speculative, to ‘compose’ the normative version to act as 
background to Britten’s foreground.^ Here the terms ‘background’ and ‘foreground’ are used 
in the sense Hans Keller described them in 1975 (1984 minus 9)\
‘background’ means... the sum total of well-defined expectations.. .meaningful
Contradictions...of what we have been led to expect...1 call the foreground.
Keller 1977, pp. 138-9
Keller’s concept is not so far removed from the concept of the ‘double-voiced discourse’  ^
which more recent musicologists have begun to exploit in musical analyses more 
systematically^ -although Keller’s “sum total” lacks nuance and is too generalised to yield the 
sophisticated results New Musicology aspires to. However, both employ the mechanism of
 ^As a redress to the speculative nature o f this analytic practice it is helpful to cite Britten’s quotation o f the 
children’s song “Girls and Boys Come out to Play” m. A Midsummer Night's Dream (1960). In Act II, rehearsal 
number 53, the song is subjected to a number o f foreground insertions. The witty effect o f these is entirely lost 
on anyone unfamiliar with the original song, although the musical phrases make sense -with less wit -without 
this knowledge. The passage is certain proof that ‘altered foregrounds against normative background models’ 
were part of Britten’s musical thought. The supplying o f reasonable, ‘probable’ background versions for 
analytical purpose is surely a legitimate analytical tool in Britten’s case.
 ^Derived from a linguistic analytical philosophy proposed by Mikhail Bakhtin. See ed. Cook and Everist 1999, 
pp. 55-64
’ See for example Korsyn’s chapter ‘Beyond Privileged Contexts’ in ed. Cook and Everist 1999.
dialogue; what is being played co-exists with an unplayed but unconsciously experienced 
‘version’ which confirms norms established through common usage which interacts with the 
played version. Meaning is gained through the resulting tension between the two.
I believe the range of style that Britten employed in his music, and the manipulation of the 
range of musical mechanisms, requires this range of analytical devices. The resulting detail it 
yields is a measure of Britten’s sophistication as a composer which can so easily be 
overlooked. It is often difficult to believe that so much is going on technically when the music 
itself appears so fluent and spontaneous. (It is easier to sense that something much more of a 
musical-historical, cultural and autobiographical nature is going on). The impression is of a 
composer who didn’t calculate too carefully the means of his musical expression.^ I believe 
the analyses given in this study challenge this impression in the same way that others (notably 
Evans 1979, Mark 1995, Cooke 1996, Ruprecht 2001) have also done, and suggest that 
Britten was a composer who considered the organisation of his compositions very deeply and 
very thoroughly but was so skilled at this that there was a rare symbiosis between the means 
and the end.
The technical competency of Britten’s music has been a significant feature of both positive 
and negative criticism. Exactly what ‘technique’ means when applied to musical composition 
is frequently unspecified. The definition which is implied in the analyses presented in this 
study encompasses the following issues: the clear and unambiguously ordered presentation of 
inventive musical ideas, the successful pacing or dramatic flow of those ideas to sustain a 
compelling narrative -a  balance of the elements of repetition, variation and contrast -and 
effective instrumentation. In order to investigate the technical efficiency of Britten’s music 
and, to some extent, to give support to the definition of the constituents of compositional 
technique just given, the analyses presented in this study tend to concentrate primarily and 
persistently on constructional issues, often simply termed ‘form’, which Keller described as 
“that by which the content [of a musical composition] is made recognisable” (Keller 1960/ed. 
Wintle 1994, p. 227^). This, I suggest, is still (post New musicology) a reasonable activity for 
the analytical scholar. Britten’s constructional fecundity is, of itself I believe, fascinating;
 ^Reed (in ed. Banks 1996) points out that Britten’s perceived fluency was often seen by certain critics as an 
indication that the composer didn’t work ideas and schemes out but just let them flow from his hand. The 
extensive sketches with crossings out and rejected pages in the planning o f Peter Grimes paints a very different 
picture: “Those critics in the 1930s (and later) who dismissed Britten’s obvious technical facility as 
‘cleverness’... would perhaps have been surprised to see how closely Britten tested his compositional ideas 
before committing him self’ (p.l 15).
 ^Here and elsewhere this style o f referencing indicates first the date o f the original publication o f the article (or 
letter or interview etc.) and thereafter (after the slash) the source from which the citation is taken. Only the 
source is listed in the bibliography.
enough to warrant this detailed investigation, and others, and it is most necessary to do in 
order to arrive at a critical assessment of the composer’s achievements as a creative artist. It 
would be a mistake to think that constructional issues are only of interest to, or are only 
noticed by, scholars; performing musicians too are often acutely aware of the precise nature of 
Britten’s musical expression. The pianist Graham Johnson, for example writes:
There is never a note too many, and each note is the result of almost Mozartian calculation. 
This ultra-professional probity is a sign of the craftsman.
(Johnson 2003, p.2)
For Johnson, the calculation of Britten’s music is clearly part of its fascination. However, as 
Johnson is keen to stress, Britten is more than a mere calculator and the notes which were 
eventually selected express something meaningful and deeply felt. For Johnson, Britten was 
also “a magician” (ibid.). It is also incumbent on the scholar to investigate this ‘magic’ and, 
insofar as it is possible -insofar as the magic is a product of some tangible aspect of 
technique, history or biography rather than a supernatural phenomenon beyond the reach of 
the musical scientist -to  investigate that as well.
Biographical issues which are thought to have a significant bearing on an understanding of a 
piece of Britten’s liturgical music have been repeated briefly here even though they are 
readily available in the extensive biographical literature on the composer. Although many of 
these details are quite familiar, their relevance to the specifics of a particular piece of Britten’s 
liturgical music makes it helpful to repeat them. This study constantly seeks to identify 
connections between circumstances and Britten’s works which enhance the understanding of 
those works.
Understanding the Tradition
The musical landscape of the Anglican Church is far more diverse now than it was at any time 
during Britten’s life, even though it was far from a single-dimensional phenomenon even 
then. The Anglican Church, as opposed to most other Christian denominations, prides itself 
on being a broad church. It is a refrain which has been used -and abused -to  explain how it is 
that there exists within it such a huge variety of liturgical practice, style of worship, style of 
furniture and style of music. In this study I shall argue that, this range of response not 
withstanding, there was, until at least the middle of the twentieth century, an understanding, a
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consensus of thought, which constituted a Tradition, which most priests and church musicians 
subscribed to. There was a Rubicon which no-one crossed. Crossing it led to seeking 
admission into another confession. The radical changes which occurred later in the twentieth 
century (discussed in chapter VI) did not materially affect Britten at all. Britten, although 
immersed in the Anglican Church throughout his youth and adolescence, was remote from the 
front line of the Anglican Church and its music-making from around 1937 onwards; indeed, it 
was this remoteness from the immediacy of church music affairs which enabled him to write 
music which was unusually vital in character. This vitality, I shall argue, was not essentially 
anti-Anglican in nature (although it may appear so), but tapped into a branch of Anglican 
church music which was not generally thought of as important or representative: The Parish 
Church Tradition. Britten’s revitalising spirit did not pass unnoticed by some of the next 
generation of composers who wrote for the Anglican Church, and who, it is argued, followed 
Britten’s lead and broke away from a more old-fashioned style of writing and coloured their 
liturgical music with dancing rhythms and dramatic projections of the text.
In her liner notes to the Chandos CD Britten: Choral Edition (volume 2), (Chan 9598, 1989) 
Judith LeGrove^® wrote the following about Britten’s Te Deum in C major and Jubilate Deo 
in E-flat major (both works from 1934):
Both works, as much at home in the parish church as in the cathedral, build on the 
choral foundations of Stanford and Ireland as opposed to the more grandiose settings 
of, say, Howells.
This short sentence is interesting in several ways. Firstly it implies that music that would be 
‘at home’ in a parish church would not automatically be ‘at home’ in a cathedral. Secondly it 
sets in opposition two composers it might have been reasonable to regard as belonging on the 
same side: Stanford and Howells. The canticle settings of both Stanford and Howells are 
regarded as central repertoire at Choral Evensong, the Anglican office where choirs showcase 
their musical skills, but LeGrove regards the two composers as if their contribution to this 
repertoire was made from two different directions. Thirdly, ‘grandiose’ may well be an 
appropriate characterisation for some of Howells’s church music, but is it not equally
Judith LeGrove is well placed to write with authority on Britten and with considerable knowledge o f the 
Anglican church music repertoire: at Cambridge she wrote a dissertation on Britten’s Burning Fiery Furnace and 
later worked at the Britten-Pears Library in Aldeburgh. She has sung in parish church choirs in Topsham and 
Aldeburgh and in two college choirs in Cambridge, Jesus and St Catherine. (Information via private 
correspondence.)
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applicable to some of Stanford’s too? Why, and by what measurement of style or proportion 
does LeGrove differentiate between these two composers’ church music?
LeGrove’s remarks -perhaps out of necessity of space -leave much open to speculation and 
ascribe a knowledge of the history of Anglican church music to her readers it might be rash to 
assume. However, my research confirms all LeGrove’s observations. It establishes that 1) 
there are parallel branches of the Anglican Church Music Tradition operating in the parish 
church and the cathedral, both adhering to central ideals but pursuing different stylistic 
agendas; 2) Stanford and Howells held differing positions relative to the ‘Tradition’ on 
account of their historical place in church music history. This caused Stanford to occupy a 
somewhat iconoclastic position whereas Howells occupied an iconic position; 3) ‘grandiose’ 
style, though not expressed exactly in this way, was an intentional, conscious musical ideal 
Howells wished to pursue in his liturgical music -it was a response, he felt, to the grandeur of 
cathedral architecture. The style of Stanford’s liturgical music, ‘grandiose’ or not, was not 
motivated by any such desire. As discussed later, Stanford was more concerned with musical 
architecture and the idea of giving his set of canticles a symphonic sweep.
What makes Britten’s Te Deum in C major and Jubilate Deo in E-flat major ‘as much at home 
in the parish church as in the cathedral’ is ultimately their quality as works of art and their 
function within the Anglican liturgy (although I argue that the Jubilate is an inferior piece 
which is, uncharacteristically, inefficiently written). Some of the stylistic boundaries between 
parish church music and cathedral music have now been dismantled; it is not as easy now as it 
was fifty years ago to differentiate between Anglican church music written specifically for the 
one institution as opposed to the other. This is something I argue was in no small part due to 
the quality of Britten’s liturgical music, nearly all of which was written for the parish church 
and is written in a certain way as a result of this. By virtue of its sheer quality, however, this 
music could not be ignored by cathedral musicians whether or not at the time of its 
composition it really belonged there. These nuances of difference, exemplified by the 
repertoire, the history which shaped them, together with an individual examination of 
Britten’s music for the Anglican Church, are the subjects of this study.
Discussions about Britten’s liturgical music in the current literature
For the first thirty years since the composer’s death in 1976, musicological research into 
Britten’s music has noticeably prioritised (with a few notable exceptions) his operas. Whilst it
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is acknowledged that Britten’s operas are amongst his most important works, the marked 
concentration of critical activity on the operas has, in effect, resulted in an imbalance: it has 
created a critical milieu in which the issues of Britten’s sexuality and his pacifism have 
become the shibboleths of Britten research. For most of the time this has sidelined a critical 
investigation of Britten’s religious beliefs. These may have been confused and difficult to 
untangle but were undoubtedly profound and a truer, more balanced understanding of 
Britten’s creative activity depends on an understanding of them.
It was not until the new millennium that the topic of Britten’s religious beliefs was taken up 
with any energy by researchers (most fully by Allen, 2002 but also by Elliott, 2006). I would 
not argue, as Elliott does, that Britten’s liturgical music should be seen as a direct statement of 
his faith - i f  it ever becomes possible to pin down exactly what this was. I would argue, 
however, that Britten’s liturgical music was a sincere artistic response from a composer who 
saw the value of Christianity and, although reluctant to join in himself, of Christian worship.
I also see more musical importance in Britten’s liturgical music than previous scholars appear 
to do. Evans’s classic, magisterial survey The Music o f Benjamin Britten (1979) tends to 
proportion its length of analysis to the length of the work. This is a reasonable approach but 
since most of Britten’s liturgical music comprises shorter pieces, Evans’s analyses are 
necessarily brief and undetailed. Three symposiums, Benjamin Britten: a commentary on his 
works (1952), The Britten Companion (1984) and The Cambridge companion to Benjamin 
Britten (1999) do not differentiate between Britten’s choral music and his liturgical music, so 
in addition to the problem of proportioning out the appropriate amount of space to discuss the 
bigger pieces. Spring Symphony, War Requiem and Britten’s cantatas -once again leaving 
little room for Britten’s anthems and canticles -none seek, in any detail, to place Britten’s 
liturgical music in the context of any Church Music Tradition. Elliott (2006) examines the 
role the Christian religion took in shaping Britten’s music. He shows how hymn tunes and 
plainchant melodies play an important role in a wider range of Britten’s music and offers an 
account of how Britten’s fundamental religious beliefs determined his decision to set 
particular texts and portray certain dramas.
In an earlier incarnation of his book, his PhD dissertation (1985), Elliott declares:
Extensive musical analysis has not been found necessary, since Britten’s major works 
have already been thoroughly surveyed in the published analysis of other writers.
Elliott 1985, p. V
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Although this declaration has not been repeated in Elliott’s 2006 book it might justifiably 
have been so, for Elliott appears very little interested in close critical scrutiny of any of the 
works he presents -which are, in any event, significantly different from the ones I present 
here. There is a profound lack of logic in Elliott’s statement. Simply because Britten’s ‘major 
works’ have been subjected to critical scrutiny does not make it unnecessary to offer musical 
analysis of the music he surveys which has not been subjected to this critical scrutiny. Elliott 
is not very specific about how Britten’s liturgical music fits in to a Church Music Tradition, 
even though he details Britten’s church-going background and the profound effect this had on 
the whole of Britten’s life. One of the strengths of Elliott’s book, however, lies with the 
interviews he conducted with people (most now deceased) who were either personally 
involved with Britten’s liturgical music or who talked to the composer about his religious 
beliefs. Without Elliott’s interview with the Dean of Windsor we may never have understood 
why Britten composed a single Jubilate in 1961 -without an accompanying Te Deum -and 
the peculiar form his setting of the Venite took. There are extensive and revealing accounts of 
Britten’s relationships with two clergymen, Walter Hussey and Bishop Leslie Brown. Both 
clergymen shared with Elliott comments made to them by Britten in private conversations 
which help our understanding of the composer’s Christian beliefs.
Britten’s liturgical music has not, therefore, hitherto received a comprehensive detailed 
critical survey. Neither has it, in the current Britten literature, been viewed from the context in 
which it was designed to function.
Note on references and sources
Where the following style of referencing is used: Keller 1960/ed. Wintle 1994, p. 227, the 
first date is that of the original publication of the article (or letter or interview etc.). The 
source from which the citation is taken is given after the slash. Only the source is listed in the 
bibliography. Elsewhere where a secondary source is used for material, the date of the 
primary source (where known) is given in the main text, and the secondary source referenced 
in the normal manner.
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I The proposition for an Anglican Church Music ‘Tradition’ and a context 
for Benjamin Britten’s liturgical music
It is my contention that the liturgical music of Benjamin Britten needs to be viewed in the 
context of an Anglican Church Music Tradition if it is to be understood as being more than 
simply a body of work which is skilfully crafted in form and style. The History of Anglican 
church music has been chronicled several times, both generally and with an emphasis on a 
particular era or particular aspect of it: Bumpus 1908, Castle 1931, Chappell 1968, Deamley 
1970, Hutchins 1967, le Huray 1978, Rainbow 1970, Routley 1964, Temperley 1979, Gatens 
1986, Mould 2007, Beeson 2009, for example. The Treasury o f English Church Music 
(general editors Knight and Reed) is a five-volume collection of musical examples covering 
the period 1100-1965 (the last volume appearing in 1965) and offers a representative survey 
of the entire repertoire of Anglican music from the Reformation to just after the middle of the 
twentieth century.
As a major English composer who composed music for the Anglican Church, Britten makes 
an appearance in some of the later surveys (Chappell, Routley, Mould and Beeson, for 
example), which is an acknowledgement that he contributed to the repertoire in a significant 
way. In the preface to The Treasury o f English Church Music, vol. Five (1900-1965), David 
Lumsden wrote that Britten was “By far the most original contributor to the corpus of 
twentieth-century Church music” (p. XIV).
Biographies of musicians who devoted all or a considerable part of their professional lives to 
Anglican church music paint a vivid picture of what it is like to have choirs (thaf s to say 
choristers) as their principal ‘instrument’, the chancel as a daily work-space and clergymen 
(always men until the latter part of the 20* century) as their working colleagues and superiors. 
These biographies often draw on autobiographical sources and always on contemporary, 
close-hand accounts. They contain valuable detail about the practical, day-to-day work 
routines of Anglican church musicians. Good examples of these are Bland’s book on Sir 
Frederick Gore Ouseley (2000), Horton’s book on Samuel Sebastian Wesley (2004) and 
Dibble’s book on John Stainer (2007). And yet there is a somewhat surprising lack of 
engagement with the detail of the style of Anglican church music in general, although 
Temperley and Gatens certainly do address questions of style and aesthetic and how these 
exerted a tangible influence “in the employment of means and upon continuity with the 
received heritage” (Gatens 1986, p. 73) upon composers of church music.
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In the many biographies written about Britten one does not expect, nor does one get, a 
significant picture of Anglican church music or its practitioners. Britten could not, by any 
stretch of the imagination, be called a church musician, so apart from reports of Britten’s 
youthful attendance at church services, it is only Britten’s limited contact with clergymen and 
organists that is reported.
It is common to refer to the Anglican Church Music Tradition. History and Tradition cannot, 
however, be used interchangeably even though they enjoy a symbiotic relation to each other. 
But how legitimate is it to use the term ‘tradition’ in connection with Anglican church music?
Assessing a body of work like Benjamin Britten’s liturgical music vis-à-vis history and 
tradition are two different pursuits. All Britten’s liturgical music can be assessed historically; 
placing it in its time and measuring its conservatism or modernity relative to works existing at 
the same time. But assessing it in relation to tradition requires a particular sensitivity; one 
tuned-in to the resonance of a tradition; one which can recognise the signs which are easily 
passed over when alertness to their significance is dulled, or simply not aroused, through lack 
of information. To fail to establish the notion of tradition, indeed traditions, in relation to 
Anglican church music would strip away a significant layer of meaning in Britten’s liturgical 
music. Arguably, Britten’s liturgical music is of sufficient quality to retain its value as a 
collection of art objects beyond any additional ballast that tradition could lend to it -  
something which seems more relevant now in our predominantly secular age than when it was 
written (an issue considered in the conclusion). But a significant layer of meaning would 
disappear from this body of work if it were not assessed against a tradition; as if one had 
examined only five faces of a cube. Those five might present something “exciting, 
imaginative and direct” (as Lumsden terms it in ed. Knight and Reed 1965, p, XIX) but the 
sixth brings the excitement, imagination and directness into sharper focus; the focus of 
context. When a creative artist responds to a request for a new work which comes from an 
institution with clear traditions, that artist is forced to adopt an attitude to these: it is 
unavoidable. The range of possible ‘attitudes’ is of course large, encompassing a humble 
compliance at one extreme to wilful dismissal, opposition and rejection at the other. In 
between are subtler grades of response which could include partial obeisance, reverential 
reference, critical if tactful renewal, or perhaps some form of satirical commentary. To 
discover which ‘attitude’ Britten assumed in his liturgical music it will be necessary to 
establish quite definitely that there is an Anglican Church Music Tradition and define it by 
examining both practices and repertoire.
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Key concepts of Tradition are ‘handing on’ and ‘continuation’\  Both acts are characterised by 
the conscious preservation of certain practices, rules, beliefs and mores which extend through 
the history of an institution, organisation, or any cohesive discrete group’s history as 
‘constants’. These constants are recognisable as core elements even though their presentation 
or packaging may be subject to alteration. In order to prolong a Tradition it might be 
expedient to exploit the alterations which must necessarily be addressed with the inevitable 
changes in social, economic, political and geographical situations. The handing on and 
continuation will surely, like the baton in a relay race, involve the passing into new hands; the 
baton will remain the same but the hands and the persons attached to them will be different at 
each handing over. In his introduction to The Invention o f Tradition (1983) Eric Hobsbawm 
makes a nice distinction between what he labels Custom and his definition of Tradition:
‘Custom’ is what judges do; ‘tradition’... is the wig, robe and other formal paraphernalia 
and ritualized practices surrounding their substantial action. The decline of ‘custom’ 
inevitably changes the ‘tradition’ with which it is habitually intertwined.
Hobsbawm 1983, pp 2-3
(In this scenario, the changing ‘custom’ of the judges is like the succession of hands and the 
accompanying props are the baton of the relay race.)
What is handed on might be thought of as being unimportant; of superficial importance, 
anyway: a wig and robe hardly affect a judge’s power of judgement. However, the 
significance of tradition does not depend on the utility or practicality of its handed-on objects. 
What is of critical importance is the ability of traditions to “inculcate certain values and norms 
of behaviour” (ibid., p . l )  which are of particular significance to a group. They are the very 
tokens of the membership of a cohesive group and the totem by which this group can be 
recognised and distinguished from other groups. The judge’s wig and robe symbolize his/her 
office and authority, and to the uninitiated, his/her power (although this, strictly speaking, lies 
in the law rather than the person overseeing the process).
Anglican choristers, like judges (normally), wear robes of a non-functional nature too and this 
uniform or costume qualifies as some definite evidence of a tradition. It is instantly 
recognisable as the apparel of a discrete group who proclaim ‘certain values’ -Christian 
values. When performing at a service the bearers of these robes are expected to follow certain
 ^These definitions and further terms associated with the word are taken from Chambers Twentieth Century 
Dictionary, ed. Macdonald, 1977 edition.
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‘norms of behaviour’ -singing to the Glory of God and leading Christian worship with 
suitable seriousness, decorum and reverence.
There are also certain types of music peculiar to the Anglican Church which also qualify as 
emblems of traditionalism: The Anglican Chant, Anthems and settings of the Canticles. None 
of these are now exclusive to the Anglican Church but the first two are inventions of it and all 
are retained as a core to the worship where the Tradition is still consciously perpetuated -  
primarily in Anglican cathedrals (including those outside the British Isles) but also in (mostly) 
town churches which seek to imitate them. It is also a matter of tradition that Psalm-chanting 
in these places uses the text of the Authorized Bible of 1611 rather than any newer (and at 
times less obscure and more accurate) version. The 1662 Book o f  Common Prayer versions of 
the Canticles are replete with antiquated spellings -shewn for example, and the pronouns thou 
and thee.
The exclusive use of male-voices in Anglican cathedral choirs is another ancient tradition, 
currently being challenged. Most cathedrals and many of their imitators maintain their boy 
choristers but train and use girl choristers too, sometimes mixing the treble line with boys’ 
and girls’ voices. The extent to which this is a threat to a Tradition can be gauged by the 
‘Campaign for the Traditional Cathedral Choir’ whose stated aim is ‘to support traditional 
choirs of men and boys...’ (emphasis added). See Cathedral Music, Issue 2/08, p. 9.
All these above-named features will certainly be recognised as ingredients in the Anglican 
Church Music Tradition; some, like the retention of ancient language, will be recognised as 
the ‘batons’, some as new hands, or in Hobsbawm’s phrase, ‘customs’:
‘Custom’... does not preclude innovation and change up to a point, though evidently the 
requirement that it must appear compatible or even identical with precedent imposes 
substantial limitations on it. What it does is to give any desired change (or resistance to 
innovation) the sanction of precedent... ‘Custom’ cannot afford to be invariant, because 
even in ‘traditional’ societies life is not so.
Hobsbawm 1983, p.2
Psalms will be chanted to the same texts that have been in use for nearly 400 years, but the 
chants^ themselves and the pointing of the texts is subject to change and development. The 
Anthem is a much treasured Anglican musical type (see chapter VIII); the prized item in the 
iconic Anglican service of Choral Evensong, where the choir take centre stage. The Anthem 
was sanctioned as early as the BCP (1662) but was in regular, if unsanctioned, use as soon as
 ^The man credited for the invention o f the Anglican Chant is William Turner (1661-1740), composer and former 
Chapel Royal chorister. (See Temperley 1979, p. 168 and Mould 2007, p. 136.)
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Anglican musicians started to compose for the Reformed Church. New anthems have been 
written and are being written all the time; the repertoire doesn’t consist merely of a limited 
stock of early examples. The music used for the settings of the Canticles is not, in itself, 
traditional. Every historical period has added new settings, each bearing some mark and 
influence of its era.
Music in the Anglican Church is not normally handed on by oral transmission as it is in folk 
music, although popular congregational items such as hymn-tunes and carols were 
undoubtedly perpetuated in this manner before printed sources and standard accompanimental 
support was provided. As, for centuries the congregations in parish churches sang without 
instrumental support of any kind, it can easily be imagined how local variations of passed-on 
tunes came about. Besides, aural musical transmittal is susceptible not only to accidental but 
often wilful variation; performing musicians delight in putting their own signature on versions 
of a melody they pass off as ‘traditional’. The impulse to be original in composers is even 
stronger, and however much one composer may borrow or learn from another composer or 
work, his or her instinct will always be to add something new.
The issue of originality for composers writing within the Anglican Church (which could be 
viewed as the negotiation of a path between the extremes of subversive individuality and 
submissive tautology) is a peculiarly complex one, and crucial to the concept of Tradition -its 
preservation, its stultification or its disintegration. It is discussed in some detail later in this 
study -see particularly chapters VIII and IX. The concern here is to try to establish exactly 
what it is that is being transmitted from one composer to another. This will help to establish, 
justify and confirm the concept of an Anglican Church Music Tradition. It will not be the 
actual notes themselves (before the printing of approved versions not even as sanctified a 
legacy as plainchant melodies has been faithfully transmitted without corruption) which are 
passed on (although a good deal of routinely functional Anglican music relies heavily on 
melodic and harmonic cliché) but less utilitarian essentials such as ideals, musical atmosphere 
and aesthetic principles.
It is necessary to investigate how musical notes might codify these qualities and make them 
decipherable to members of its institution. Also, it is necessary to attempt to draw the lines 
between music which successfully bears the watermarks of the Tradition and music which 
does not.
A primary critical issue is one of place -both as architecture and function. A Church is most 
commonly a large space (at least in relation to the number who regularly people it and in
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relation to their domestic arrangements) -historically one to inspire a sense of awe 
characteristic of religions feeling -and responds best (at least until the advent of microphones 
and amplifiers) to a certain type of music; a certain texture, a certain tempo. These musical 
types should always aim to present the text clearly. When the Church of England was first 
established, this last point was of capital importance. There was no clearer way to signal the 
break with Rome than through the break from the language of the Roman Church and, as soon 
as it became possible, as much of the liturgy was read or sung in English. If it was sung, the 
English should be clearly audible:
All cathedrals received a Royal Visitation during the first years of Edward V i’s reign. The 
visitors made sweeping recommendations concerning the liturgy... The recommendations 
were sometimes drastic and must have caused the musicians considerable dismay. At 
Lincoln Cathedral the Visitors commanded that “[The choir] shall henceforth sing or say 
no anthems of our Lady or other Saints, but only of our Lord, and them not in Latin; but 
choosing out the best and most sounding to Christian religion they shall turn the same into 
English, setting thereunto a plain and distinct note for every syllable one: they shall sing 
them and none other.”^
Wilson-Dickson 1997, p. 107
A Church is built as a place of worship and prayer, a place where thoughts about serious and 
mysterious subjects are constantly being promoted: God, eternity, heaven, death, sin, 
forgiveness. No one committed to serving such a place can easily remove these thoughts from 
his or her mind. This applies to musicians especially, who are in command of the most 
significant shaping force behind the atmosphere which surrounds worship:
The place of an anthem is to bring beauty heard to the direct aid of the worshippers in the 
same way church architecture and stained glass bring beauty seen to their aid. Just as the 
erection of a cathedral can be an act of devotion on the part of the architect, or stained 
glass windows on the part of the artist concerned, so the expert anthem should definitely, 
and by all concerned, be conceived, selected and prepared each week to dispose the mind 
of the hearers to worship.
ed. Davies and Ley 1933, p.v
Today, this view of church music would be seen as decidedly narrow. To some it would look 
like an encouragement to favour elitist over democratic activity. It might even be seen to 
promote a dysfunctional relationship between music and the religious experience of 
contemporary Christians. But in 1933 this was simply a reaffirmation of shared Traditional
 ^For the source o f the quote within the quote Wilson-Dickson gives Music and the Reformation in England, Le 
Hurey 1979, [recte: le Huray, 1978] p. 9.
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beliefs -handed down, with little interference from contemporary criticism, from Victorian 
church musicians'^. It was a view with which ‘insiders’ wholly sympathised.
The creation of a Tradition for musicians operating in the Anglican Church was in fact almost 
inevitable -almost a necessity; an indispensable constituent of the job (or calling, as many 
would no doubt term it). One simply could not create music for the Church while remaining 
indifferent to the purpose and shape of its architecture. Nor was it possible to escape the high 
purpose required of the music designed to accompany worship. In this, the church musician’s 
most enlightened teachers were previous masters of the art who seemed to have captured the 
ideals, atmosphere and aesthetics of it in a successful way.
The Anglican Church, besides, had good reason for determinately establishing traditions for 
itself and, as soon as possible after its instigation, forming a bastion against Roman Catholic 
counteraction. Repatriation would have greatly satisfied a huge number of faithful English 
Christians, so the strength of Royal authority had to be welded into this Tradition. Music 
plays a key part in this creation of a tradition because, as Luther’s example would have 
informed King Henry VIII, it is a very effective proselytising tool.
An Anglican Church Music Tradition clearly does exist and, it is argued, it was not 
established by accident but cultivated deliberately and consciously.^ It is equally clear that it 
cannot have solidified into a singular entity, but exhibits, within restricted and codified rules, 
a wide range of response. Different institutions, cathedrals, urban parish churches and rural 
parish churches, for example, will need to find their different ways of expressing and 
perpetuating this tradition appropriate to their resources and their public, or congregations. It 
may be helpful to see the Anglican Church Music Tradition more as an umbrella, gathering 
under it a whole range of musical activity ‘protected’, none-the-less, from the secular rain 
pouring down just beyond its periphery rather than a stout, narrow-brimmed hat which only 
protects those who stand directly on the shoulders of others. It is my conviction that Benjamin 
Britten composed his liturgical music fully conversant with this Tradition and that its peculiar 
totems and tokens played a significant part in the shaping of it.
Typical o f the Victorian attitude to sacred music is this sentiment expressed by Stephen Elvey (1805-60), 
Choragus at Oxford: “our fine old cathedrals and their music ought to go together -the music should suggest 
worship as much as the roof and the arch and the window. A stranger listening at a distance and unable to catch 
the words, should be able to say, “that is sacred music.” (Gatens 1986, p.60.)
 ^It is remarkable that Gatens (1986), whose book Victorian Cathedral Music in Theory and Practice most 
conscientiously accounts for and examines the aesthetic principles which shaped this Tradition in the Cathedral, 
totally avoids the term. Dr Gatens informed me (through private correspondence) that his avoidance of the term 
Tradition was quite conscious but for reasons other than a denial o f the existence o f an Anglican Church Music 
Tradition -a  concept he is now quite happy to acknowledge.
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II What constitutes Britten’s liturgical music?
A significant number of Britten’s compositions, some of them of considerable importance not 
only within Britten’s oeuvre but also in shaping the cultural profile of the twentieth century -  
particularly in England -were written to be performed and were designed to be heard 
specifically in churches or other religious buildings. Prominent amongst these works are 
Rejoice in the Lamb (1943), Saint Nicolas (1948), Noye ’s Fludde (1958), Missa Brevis 
(1959), War Requiem (1962) and the Three Church Parables Curlew River (1964), The 
Burning Fiery Furnace (1966), The Prodigal Son (1968).^ It is clear that religious belief was 
an important dimension of Britten’s life. At times that belief appeared clouded by doubt or 
confused -the imbroglio over the specifics of divinity that unnecessarily complicated Britten’s 
application for registration as a Conscientious Objector (see Kildea 2003, pp. 40-14) is 
evidence of this -and it was not always expressed in conventional ways -by attending church 
or receiving Holy Communion, for example. Bishop Leslie Brown, a close friend of Britten’s 
towards the end of the composer’s life, was privileged to talk about spiritual matters with the 
composer during his final illness and was able to conclude:
I do not believe Ben [Britten] could be dishonest. He believed deeply in a Reality 
which works in us and through us and is the source of goodness and beauty, joy and 
love. He was sometimes troubled because he was not sure if he could give the name of 
God to that Reality.
Brown 1976/Elliott 2006, p. 26
In 1999 Brown ventured further, telling Stephen Allen “Most of Ben’s colleagues did not 
think that Ben believed [in God]. I did.” (Allen 2002 p. 466).
Britten clearly felt strongly that the message of the works named above could only be fiilly 
apprehended when delivered in an architectural space that prompted a reflexion within a very
 ^ Children’s Crusade (1969) presents a special case. The first performance was to be given in St Paul’s 
Cathedral, London, This clearly placed the work in a Christian location, but it appears that Britten may have 
written music that was difficult to hear clearly in the acoustic of that building. Rosamund Strode told John 
Bridcut that Britten was “very downcast by the colossal extent o f the echo” and that “it was difficult to prevent 
the more intimate passages o f pathos being lost... I prefer not to think too much about that performance.” 
(Bridcut 2006, p. 141). Britten, writing to William Plomer shortly after the first performance, was, however, 
enthusiastic about the engagement of the performers, the Wandsworth School Boys’ Choir and Orchestra under 
Russell Burgess and commented that “the boys (singing and hitting) made a tremendous impression o f passion 
and sincerity alongside the assinine [5 /c] pomposity o f the established church!” (Carpenter 1992, p. 488). 
Britten’s criticism was here carefully aimed at ‘the established church’ and not at Christianity; an important 
distinction, and one which Britten made frequently. The War Requiem itself could and, on occasion, has been 
interpreted to further this distinction. Although Children’s Crusade was premiered within what Britten described 
as a “curious service” (ibid., p. 488) it cannot be considered a liturgical work.
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specific Christian context. Although the Christian content of these works is undeniable-War 
Requiem in particular containing an amount of covert sermonising and moralising -only two, 
Rejoice in the Lamb and Missa Brevis, can be identified as liturgical works.
Liturgy.. .implies a corporate act of worship, and is directed towards God... It is not 
primarily self regarding or merely a means to edification or enjoyment. The Christian 
congregation comes in public worship to give as well as to receive... [Ljiturgy -  the 
form by which we seek to express our worship to God... [not only seeks] to put into 
words and actions the truth about God as understood by Christians, but serves also to 
impress that truth on those who use it. Through the liturgy, the eongregation, 
unconsciously as well as consciously, is deepened and renewed in the truths of the 
Christian gospel.
Candole and Couratin, 1964, pp. 1-2
This tradition-conscious and concise definition of liturgy would certainly have been 
recognised by any composer writing for the Anglican Church before the final quarter of the 
twentieth century. The traditional view of liturgy and the music which accompanied it had 
only just begun to be challenged at the time it was written.^ From this description the key 
elements which specifically define liturgical music -and not simply music written to be 
performed in church, for example, most of the other works in the list above -ean be identified: 
liturgical music serves an act of public Christian worship; liturgical music is primarily a form 
of propaganda for traditional Christian truths; liturgical music is intended to involve its 
listeners (both consciously and unconsciously) in the process of understanding traditional 
Christian beliefs; liturgieal music strives to achieve its serious purpose by avoiding elements 
of entertainment or self-conscious individualism which could be distracting. This dissertation 
provides ample evidenee to confirm that these desiderata were indeed the values and aims of 
liturgical music written for the Anglican Church -with one or two notable exceptions which 
did not pass into the Tradition without critical equivocation (certain works by Purcell, S S 
Wesley and Stanford for example) -a t least until the final two decades of the twentieth 
century and that the themes of seriousness and selflessness are prominent throughout the 
history of the Anglican Church Music Tradition.
See chapter VI below.
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It is easy, therefore, to see why Britten’s Saint Nicolas, Noye’s Fludde, Curlew River, The 
Burning Fiery Furnace and The Prodigal Son are not liturgical works; they do not serve a 
corporate act of worship and are primarily works of ‘edification’ and/or ‘enjoyment’. Britten, 
not setting out to compose anything liturgical, clearly creates works that are, in the best sense, 
self regarding, as Candole and Couratin express it; art-objects requiring advanced 
performance skills, artistic flair and the need for many musical rehearsals in which the 
Christian content of the work is a minor consideration compared to the musical one. Singers 
act out roles and play rather than take part in an act of worship. In addition, of course, the 
purely practical problems of length, number of performers, considerable cost (which 
inevitably implies that the audience must pay to attend a performance) and extra resources, 
rule against these works as liturgical items.
Both Saint Nicolas and Noye’s Fludde involve corporate gestures, where the audiences 
become performers by joining in the singing of hymns. Although this obliquely approaehes 
one aspect of liturgical practice -corporate involvement-this involving aetion cannot truly be 
regarded as worship. The commitment of the audience is to the cause of the work (or perhaps 
even to the cause of art) not to the cause of Christianity; the audience is not required to 
become a true eongregation of believers; their singing is ‘about’ not ‘o f  Christianity.
Candole and Couratin also emphasize that the liturgy
must be expressed in a way adapted to those who use it -in  words and with symbols
meaningful to them; and in a form which moves clearly from stage to stage
Candole and Couratin, 1964, p. 2 
The demand for form and order is strong here; a liturgy may not proceed in an unpredictable 
or unfamiliar manner. The specifics of liturgy are clear; a liturgy is required to prepare 
participants for the exegesis of the text and/or to receive communion. If these specifications 
are not met with or are insufficient, or if professions of the fundamental tenets of Christian 
belief are passed over, then even if there are certain spiritual benefits attainable by listening to 
a work of art which presents Christian themes, it is not liturgy. This disqualifies Saint Nicolas, 
Noye’s Fludde, Curlew River, The Burning Fiery Furnace and The Prodigal Son as liturgy for 
although they might all be said to “deepen and renew the truths of the Christian gospel” they 
clearly do not offer a form which “moves from stage to stage”, i.e. covering the gambit of
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Christian doctrine from the birth of Christ to the Resurrection, nor attempt a rehearsal of all 
the mysteries of Christian belief, for example, the Trinity,^ or the Eucharist.
The War Requiem was never intended for liturgical use and Britten’s deliberate corruption of 
the text by the insertion of the Owen poems emphasises this even if the scale of the work in 
itself exempts the work from any serious consideration as an accompaniment to actual 
worship. Besides, the message that War Requiem conveys about Christian attitudes within the 
established church is ambiguous to say the least. Candole and Couratin, I suggest, view 
liturgy as a propaganda tool, but it is clearly propaganda uncritically supporting the 
established church. Any prospective liturgical work which suggested an alternative, pursuing 
another political agenda -as Britten seems to do in War Requiem -automatically forfeits the 
right to be considered a genuine liturgical offering, no matter how powerful the Christian 
values expressed within it appear to be.
Differentiating between Britten’s works written for performance in church -with the 
implication that they gain meaning by being heard in places which contain evocative Christian 
associations -and those written for its liturgy appears, therefore, relatively unproblematic. 
Britten composed fourteen pieces specifically for use in the liturgy. Eleven of these were 
written for the Anglican liturgy, three for the Roman Catholie liturgy. All these pieces fulfil 
their function -as part of a liturgical ceremony -satisfactorily, and it is clear from this that 
Britten understood the purpose and form of the liturgy. Stylistically, there are some refreshing 
surprises -the historieal precedents and the expressive purposes of which are discussed in the 
course of this study -but it should be emphasised that Britten’s sense of what was right in a 
particular liturgical context was well judged in these works. Included in these fourteen works 
are settings of two of the morning canticles, anthems and a Mass. These works are, in 
chronological order of their composition: Jubilate Deo in E-flat, SATB with organ, 1934, Te 
Deum in C, SATB, treble solo, with organ, 1934, Rejoice in the Lamb, op. 30, SATB choir 
and soloists with organ, 1943, Festival Te Deum, op. 32, SATB with organ, 1944, Prelude 
and Fugue on a Theme ofVittoria, for solo organ, 1946, A Wedding Anthem {Amo Ergo Sum), 
op. 46, SATB, S and T soloists with organ, 1949, Hymn to St Peter, op.56a, SATB, solo treble 
with organ, 1955, Antiphon, op. 56b, SATB with organ, 1956, Missa Brevis in D, op. 63, 
Trebles with organ, 1959, (although composed for the Roman Catholic liturgy this is 
frequently performed at Anglican worship). Jubilate Deo, SATB with organ, 1961, Venite 
Exultemus Domino, SATB with organ, \96\, Psalm 150, op. 67, “for Instruments and
 ^Bishop Leslie Brown reported that Britten “did not give the impression of believing in the Trinity” (Allen 2002, 
p. 446).
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Voices”, 1962, A Hymn o f St Columba, SATB with organ, 1962, two Bach Chorale 
realisations prepared for the New Catholic Hymnal, SATB with organ, 1970."^
The natural habitat for two anthems. Whoso Dwelleth  ^(1937) andDew^s in adjutorium (1945) 
is also the liturgy, although neither piece was written with church performance in mind at all. 
The former was written for a radio presentation, the latter for a stage play. In both, Britten 
sought to evoke the atmosphere of chureh worship; to suggest to an audience a particular 
architectural space designed for that purpose. From these anthems one is given a genuine and 
unique glimpse into what Britten thought the general publie (at least the radio and theatre- 
going public) would recognise as characteristic or typical liturgical music -although, 
interestingly, Britten did not make his examples denominationally spécifié. They are in this 
sense parodies, yet belong to that species of parody that Britten found particularly fruitful and 
which can be found also in works including Les Illuminations and Seven Sonnets o f  
Michelangelo -works in which mimicry has been superseded by re-creation; where traits 
characteristic of a particular style have been pressed into the service of genuinely new 
expressive ends. Mitehell reflected (1952, footnote p .ll) ,  apropos Britten and parody, that 
“Parody (using the term in its widest meaning) is frequently a symptom of a strong affection 
for a style and a powerful desire for self-identification with it.” I believe Mitchell’s 
observation to be particularly relevant to Whoso Dwelleth and Deus in adjutorium. Both 
pieces are, besides, of eonsiderable musical interest. Both anthems are settings of texts from 
the Book o f Psalms.
Whilst the inclusion of Whoso Dwelleth and Deus in adjutorium could be thought 
incontrovertible there is a body of work which perhaps needs some special pleading as 
liturgical music and therefore inclusion in this project. This includes music by Britten which 
was never intended for church use at all, but, it is argued, would clearly function well within 
the liturgy as defined by Candole and Couratin. Indeed many of the pieces in this category 
have frequently been performed as liturgical items. Included in this group are pieces which 
forego the use of the organ as an accompanying instrument.^ This is something Britten did 
only once in his liturgical music proper -Psalm 150. (The reason for this exception is given 
in chapter Va.) Historically, there is a precedent for using instruments other than the organ for
 ^The establishment o f Hymns as liturgical items is discussed in chapter IV.
 ^The categorisation anthem was presumably applied to Whoso Dwelleth on publication in 1983 by its editors 
Kilmartin and/or Matthews as it was not labelled thus by Britten.
Britten was probably accustomed to hearing a variety o f musical instruments used in church in his youth, not 
solely the organ. The reasons for this are set out in chapter IV where the crucial differences between the 
Cathedral Tradition and the Parish Church Tradition (to which Britten was exposed in his youth) are defined.
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liturgical music (see especially chapters III, IV and V) and this alone could prove sufficient 
reason to include some pieces of Britten which use a piano accompaniment -The Birds 
(1934), New Year Carol (1935), The Holly and the Ivy (71941), King Herod and the Cock 
(1962) -granted that these pieces in addition exemplify the spirit of the liturgy, deepening and 
renewing the truths of the Christian Gospel, as Candole and Couratin put it, and which 
“express our worship to God”. Certain works suggested for inclusion in this expanded list of 
Britten’s liturgical music are clearly unsuited for liturgical performance in their entirety:
Christ’s Nativity (1931), yf Boy was Born (1933), A.M.D. G. (1939), A Ceremony o f  Carols 
(1942). Separate items fi-om them would however, I argue, function well within the liturgy as 
anthems. (An account of the history and function of anthems is given later in chapter VII.) It 
seems perverse to deselect certain movements of these works on the grounds that they are not 
as suitable as other movements in a liturgical setting, therefore these works are scrutinised in 
their entirety in this study. This has the additional advantage of allowing a commentary on 
structural and stylistic features which apply to the work as a whole and therefore offer fuller 
insights into the development of the composer’s technical accomplishments.
In chapter IX more detailed arguments for the inclusion of the Christmas pieces A Hymn to 
the Virgin (1930), The Sycamore Tree (1930), A Wealden Trio (1930), A Shepherd’s Carol 
(1944), Chorale after an old French Carol (1944), The Holly and the Ivy (1957) are given; 
their qualification as liturgical music appears similarly incontrovertible. Special arguments are 
made for the inclusion o f Hymn to St Cecilia (1942) and The Oxen (1967) (in chapters Vila 
and IX respectively) whose texts initially might disqualify them as suitable for use in the 
liturgy. In fact the Hymn is fairly commonly used as an anthem. It is enjoyed by choristers and 
congregations who warm to its graceful melodies and smooth harmony. Ironically (given the 
controversial nature of the text) it is probably the most popular Britten work used within the 
liturgy.
Arguing for the inclusion of organ music (as liturgical music or, at least, appropriate at the 
close of a liturgical ceremony) in this project is less problematic. One of Britten’s four extant 
organ works. Prelude and Fugue on a Theme ofVittoria (1946), was written for a specific 
liturgy. It was designed as a processional with the additional function of a chorale prelude for 
the a cappella introit which followed. It is highly probable, although details are vague, that 
both Voluntary on ‘Tallis’ Lamentation ’ (1940) and Village organist’s piece (71940) were 
also conceived as liturgical organ music in the sense that they were meant to be played at a 
service rather than a concert. Discussion of Britten’s singular secular organ piece. Prelude to
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‘They Walk alone ’ (1938), is justified on the grounds that it appears to be a first version of, or 
provided the basis for, the Village organist’s piece.
Having established that there are reasonable grounds to expand the list of Britten’s liturgical 
music beyond the fourteen he wrote specifically for the liturgy it is still helpful to differentiate 
between these and the works drafted into the list by virtue of their fittingness for liturgical use 
even though they were not originally intended for it. The terms Liturgical Music Proper and 
Secular Liturgical Music are therefore used. The categorisation Secular Liturgical Music is 
derived conceptually from architectural study. It is common to describe the Anglican 
Cathedral foundations of England as either Monastic or Secular foundations. The notion of a 
Cathedral being secular, i.e. worldly, non-spiritual, at first appears odd, but in this context it 
simply means non-monastic; that is to say, the bishops whose authority was invested in the 
cathedral did not follow monastic rule and lived the secluded life of a monk:
Secular churchmen... lived ‘in the world’. They could live alone and possess their 
own property; before the twelfth century, most ignored the requirement of celibacy 
and married... They dominated the administrative side of the church: most parish 
priests were seculars.
Cannon 2007, p. 21.
The organ music too, which is dealt with in a separate chapter (X) might usefully be 
differentiated from both the Liturgical Music Proper and Secular Liturgical Music.
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The complete list of the 37 works by Britten considered in this dissertation is:
Liturgical Music Proper (14 pieces)
Jubilate Deo in E-flat, SATB with organ, 1934.-
Te Deum in C, SATB, treble solo, with organ, 1934.
Rejoice in the Lamb, op. 30, SATB choir and soloists with organ, 1943.
Festival Te Deum, op. 32, SATB with organ, 1944.
A Wedding Anthem {Amo Ergo Sum), op. 46, SATB, S and T soloists with organ, 1949.
Hymn to St Peter, op.56a, SATB, solo treble with organ, 1956.
Antiphon, op. 56b, SATB with organ, 1956.
Missa Brevis in D, op. 63, Trebles with organ, 1959.
Jubilate Deo, SATB with organ, 1961.
Venite Exultemus Domino, SATB with organ, 1961.-
A Hymn o f St Columba, SATB with organ, 1962.
Psalm 150, op. 67, ‘for Instruments and Voices’, 1962.
Two Bach Chorale realisations for the New Catholic Hymnal, SATB with organ, 1970.
Secular Liturgical Music (19 pieces)
A Hymn to the Virgin, a cappella SATB, 1930.
The Sycamore Tree, a cappella SATB, 1930 (rev. 1967).
A Wealden Trio, SSA, 1930 (rev. 1967).
Christ’s Nativity, mixed chorus, a cappella, 1931.-
A Boy was Born, op. 3, a cappella mixed choir with boys’ voices, 1933 (rev. with added 
organ part 1955).___________________________________________________________
The Birds, Solo or Unison voices with piano, 1934.
A New Year Carol, (From Friday Afternoons, op.7) Unison with piano, 1935.
Whoso Dwelleth under the Defence o f the Most High, a cappella SATB, 1937.
A.M.D.G., a cappella SATB, 1939.-
The Holly and The Ivy, arranged for voice and piano (71941).-
Hymn to St Cecilia, op. 27, mixed chorus a cappella, 1942.
A Ceremony o f Carols, op. 28, treble voices and harp (or piano), 1942.
A Shepherd’s Carol, a cappella, SATB, 1944.
Chorale after an old French Carol, a cappella mixed voices, 1944.-
Deus in adjutorium, a cappella SATB, 1945.-
The Holly and the Ivy, (arr.), a cappella SATB, 1957.
Corpus Christi Carol, Solo or Unison with organ, 1962.
King Herod and the Cock, arr. For unison voices and piano, 1962.
The Oxen, SA with piano, 1967.
Organ Works (4 pieces)
Prelude to ‘They Walk alone’, 1938.-
Voluntary on ‘Tallis’Lamentation’, 1940.-
Village organist’s piece, 71940.-
Prelude and Fugue on a Theme ofVittoria, 1946.
- works published posthumously.
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III The history and Tradition of Anglican Church Music from the 
Reformation to S S Wesley
Defining the Anglican Church Music Tradition requires taking a fairly detailed look at its 
history and identifying common verities, both the ones that were cultivated and those which 
arose naturally out of their environment, and consciously passed on from one generation to 
the next. The Anglican Church, which fostered the Anglican Church Music Tradition, has a 
history which doesn’t always run along the same tracks or at the same pace as the music it 
supports. So, whilst the Anglican Church’s history and the history of its music are obviously 
closely linked, their respective narratives are characterised by convergences and collisions 
rather than a neat parallelism.
The Anglican Church has always been a broad church; its history positively guarantees it. One 
monarch. Queen Elizabeth I, was wise enough and clever enough to legislate for the church in 
such a way that provided both strictness of Anglicanism and manoeuvrability within 
Anglicanism, so that it could embrace both Calvinist-influenced reformers and Roman 
Catholic devotees who none the less became Anglicans. Divisions within the Anglican 
Church encompassing Puritans, Evangelicals, Tractarians\ Anglo Catholic, High Church, 
Middle Church and Low Church, have all flourished within it and some, even at extreme 
opposites of opinion, have flourished simultaneously. Unlikely alliances were sometimes 
formed between parties clearly committed to very different views of churchmanship. An 
example of this is the united opposition to Christian Liberals formed by the otherwise strongly 
contrasted opinions of the Evangelicals and Tractarians in the early years of the Victorian 
era.^ These factions and temporary alliances make a lively dynamic. These various classes of 
churchmanship favoured different styles of public worship with different importance placed 
on ritual and the manner of its performance. It would be convenient if the music associated 
with each class of churchmanship was distinctly individual and identifiable. Alas, no such 
clean matching-up of musical style with churchmanship style ensues; the combinations and 
nuances are innumerable. In this brief, general survey, it is an overall picture which is 
presented; important issues described and key defining moments highlighted. In this way, 
attributes of the Anglican Church Music Tradition are accrued but are not ordered by specific 
principle.
* Throughout this essay the terms ‘Tractarian’ and ‘Oxford Movement’ are used interchangeably as they are in 
other literature.
 ^See Gatens 1986, particularly Part I.l.
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Two manifestations and two branches of the Anglican Church Music Tradition
The Anglican Church Music Tradition manifested itself both as practice and as ideal. As ideal 
it suggested models of composition fitting to public worship and of performance of choral 
music (sometimes accompanied by the organ or occasionally by other instruments) at public 
worship. As practice it could be experienced in two related, but distinctly different branches; 
Cathedral Tradition and a Parish Church Tradition. The Parish Church Tradition spawned an 
off-shoot, the Rural Church Tradition. All three of these practising communities had central 
elements in common which related directly to the music that was produced and performed by 
them: shared texts, including liturgies; environments and atmospheres engendered by any 
ecclesiastical building used for public worship; the aura which accompanies a community 
gathered together for the purposes of Christian worship and for the contemplation of spiritual 
matters. At various times all these elements were put under considerable strain; but for 
reforming individuals or reforming organisations they might, as ideals, have been lost sight of 
entirely; but they never quite were. There were always voices reminding society of the high 
purpose and value of ordered worship -even if those voices had to struggle to be heard. Some 
of these voices were those of church musicians who realised that the music they prized could 
only function properly when services were dignified and the liturgy laid out in a meaningfiil 
manner. When texts, liturgy, environment and atmosphere were appreciated they forced a 
considerable sense of decorum on a worshipping assemblage which musicians also sensed. 
Despite vigorous centrifugal activity, the influence of the ideal of the Tradition always made 
itself felt somewhere; to contradict E M Forster, the centre could and didhoXà right up to the 
middle of the twentieth century. The situation beyond that is discussed in chapter VI.
The most significant differences between the early Cathedral Tradition and the early Parish 
Church Tradition (including the Rural Tradition) centred on economics. Cathedrals always 
paid their musicians: a choir of boys and men and a musical leader. Parish churches had to 
rely on (sometimes incompetent) amateurs to provide musical leadership, with no choir in 
attendance and a largely illiterate congregation to shepherd. This was the pattern from the 
very start at the reformation, and these differences partially account for the enormous range 
and quantity of music produced for the entirety of the Anglican Church. Temperley states that 
“Already we see [by 1630] well established the striking dichotomy between cathedral and 
parochial music that has been a permanent characteristic of Anglican worship” (1979, p. 45).
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The Cathedral Tradition
The Cathedral Tradition appears now, at the beginning of the 21^ century, to present the 
merging of the ideal and the practice of the Anglican Church Music Tradition. Cathedrals 
have consciously and determinately striven for this welding together of ideal and practice 
since the establishment of the Anglican Church. Cathedrals have been aided in pursuit of this 
goal not only by the quasi-monastic discipline of the worship offered in cathedrals 
(quintessentially designed for the glorification of God and not for the benefit of laity) but also 
by a fortunate pattern of behaviour; nearly all the musicians entrusted with the leading of the 
music in cathedrals, their organists and choirmasters, received their musical training from 
‘within’ when they began as choir boys in cathedrals themselves.^ This pattern is not new; in 
the biographies of past cathedral organists, those who did not begin their musical training as 
cathedral or Chapel Royal choristers are the exceptions which prove the rule. (The Chapel 
Royal was particularly productive in the nurturing of future cathedral organists.) Talented 
choristers took organ lessons and instruction in composition which, in addition to their 
memorised repertoire, prepared them for their future lives as church musicians. This in-house 
training led to a high degree of absorption in the elements which comprised the Tradition, and 
provided a secure channel for their transmission through generations of church musicians. The 
absorption was all the more powerful for being achieved without conscious effort.
The flagship function of Cathedrals appears secure now, but this position was not achieved 
without considerable effort. Cathedrals have experienced periods of dismally poor musical 
standards and periods of hard struggle. A major set-back occurred to cathedral music during 
the Commonwealth (1649-1660) and re-establishing the musical foundations at cathedrals 
was no easy task:
In most cathedrals organs had to be rebuilt, and there was difficulty in finding 
adequate choir boys to perform the choral service. Even the older lay-clerks who were 
still available must have had difficulty at first picking up the threads of the old musical 
tradition.
Temperley 1979, p. 85 
And cathedrals were unable to maintain even a reasonable standard:
 ^Timothy Storey underlines this hermetic nature o f Anglican church music by stating that “Without exception 
the Edwardian composers [of Anglican church music, e.g. Bairstow, Darke, Ley, etc.] were organists, often o f  
cathedrals or college chapels...” (2004, p. 18). Storey also claims that “the ‘Edwardian’ school o f composition 
still dominates the repertory of the ‘good parish choir’ and is still a mainstay o f the daily round in many (most?) 
cathedrals” (ibid., p. 17).
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[I]n most choral foundations the last three decades of the seventeenth century were 
years of distressing decline.
Mould 2007, p. 143
The current health of cathedral music is a tribute to the will and determination, over many 
years, of musicians who never lost faith in the strength and value of the Tradition as an ideal, 
and who took action to try to raise the standards of performance and composition to realise 
that ideal in sound. Cathedrals, with the benefit of institutional stability and the continuing 
participation of in-house trained musicians, once again established themselves as both the 
flagships and guardians of the Anglican Church Music Tradition.
With this virtual conjunction -the Tradition as abstract ideal made manifest in practice -came 
the opportunity to experience it in the flesh; to examine it; to establish expectations of what it 
was. It was possible to become very familiar with its music and with its idiomatic 
performance: unbroken boys’ voices with organ accompaniment where necessary. Both 
became icons of the Tradition. It was possible to measure repertoire against assimilated ideals. 
It was possible to debate which cathedral choirs captured these ideals well or less well; to 
decide which were the most authentic performances. A further strengthening boost came in 
1926 when the BBC started to broadcast Choral Evensong"^; anybody who had a radio could 
tune into the ‘Tradition’ regularly.
Musical style: the measure of spiritual content
Although there have been some attempts in the Anglican Church to impose an approved style 
of music for worship, this has proved unworkable. There is not, and has never been, a single 
Anglican Church music style. Not even the imperative of a moral foundation to promote one 
style of music over another (a particularly prominent theme of Victorian church music, as 
Gatens (1986) has documented) has succeeded. Two such attempts, that of Dr William Crotch 
and Ralph Vaughan Williams, will be examined in more detail later. The Tradition embraces, 
therefore, with varying degrees of success, a wide variety of approved styles.
But attempts to establish one should not automatically be viewed as ridiculous. The mysteries 
at the centre of religious ritual and ceremony have to be transmuted into language and action. 
The authenticity of these has never been measured by the degree of affect on worshippers but
 ^First broadcast on Thursday 7*^  October, from Westminster Abbey. 2006 was the 80‘^  anniversary o f Choral 
Evensong (Shipley 2006, p. 17).
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governed and shaped by canonical authority. For Anglican theologians these are, amongst 
others. The Holy Bible, The Thirty-nine Articles of Faith (1563) and the 1604 Catechism. 
Later (during the second quarter of the nineteenth century) the Oxford Movement sought to 
re-instigate the writings of the Church Fathers, whose doctrines had been somewhat 
suppressed at the Reformation (see Chandler 2003, pp. 39-43). It is not so far-fetched to 
consider that the music which accompanies these words and actions should also have 
authenticity and reference to a canonical authority. But which works of music or theoretical 
tracts on musical composition should constitute this canon? The evolution of theological truth 
takes a long time to establish (and often moves slower than scientific verity) and once 
established takes huge and often schismatic action to realign or rewrite. However, musical 
style changes comparatively quickly; no one style is viewed by composers as definitive for 
even half a century. All attempts to establish an authentic Anglican music style have had in 
common the desire to take music of the past (but not the immediate past) as a model. ‘Old’ 
music was not subject to change any more; its forms, textures and procedures were no longer 
subject to the potentially corrupting influence of taste.^ Above all, they were anti­
contemporary, and therefore non-realistic; realism might be viewed as one of the arch­
enemies of mystical elevation. Some Anglican composers have embraced this idea,^ and 
happily suppressed their individualism (to the extent that they can, and to the extent that they 
have any to suppress) and written in a style not typically of their own time. Others have not,^ 
either because their individuality rebelled against impersonation or pastiche, or because they 
saw no validation in the ideal of a single authentic church music style.
Another of the arch-enemies of mystical elevation is secularism. The desire to create a sacred, 
i.e. non-secular musical style is understandable, even laudable. Had Anglican worship been 
exclusively concerned with mystical elevation it is even conceivable that a unique style could
 ^O f course, the style o f performance o f this repertoire is subject to shifting taste. Although, at times, 
performances o f music by, for example, Byrd or Morley may have been stylistically similar to performances o f  
music by Victorian composers, the discipline o f its counterpoint and the characteristic realisation o f cadences, 
for example, would have placed the music in the past.
 ^The modernity of music is not always easy to assess, but in the 20**’ century, some representative 
‘conservatives’(gauged by a crude but reasonable measure o f contemporary ‘norms’) are Peter Aston, Andrew 
Carter, Sir William Harris, Martin How and Healey Willan. If it were assumed that Ihe New Oxford Easy 
Anthem Book, OUP, 2002, represented the characteristic musical style o f the modem church, it would promote 
the view that early 2T‘ century church music was tonal with occasional modal colouring, determinately lyrical, 
quaintly nostalgic and accompanied only by the organ. It might be thought to have been caught in a time-trap at 
around 1930.
 ^In the 19th century S S Wesley stands out as an original voice; so does C V Stanford later on. In the 20“’, 
Britten paved his own highly individual way. Tippett liked to re-invent tradition in an extravert manner. 
Malcolm Williamson was bizarrely ‘trendy’; Giles Swayne magnificently independent.
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have been invented and sustained.^ But not all Anglican worship has had mystical elevation at 
its heart. Sometimes it has had political power at its heart; sometimes social status, sometimes 
social statement. The Anglican Church has had several strains of political realism which 
impinged on its worship: the break with Rome (1529), various Acts of Uniformity (from 
1549), the suppression of the episcopacy during the Commonwealth (1649-1660), the 
Restoration (1660), the Act of Catholic Emancipation (1828). It is difficult to imagine that the 
metrical psalms imposed by puritan politicians, laboriously lined-out and sung at an 
inordinately slow tempo (see Temperley 1979, pp. 89-92) were a particularly spiritual 
experience. But it was surely a powerful reminder of who ran the country. In Victorian 
England when wealthy sponsors were willing to pay for a choir and new organ, they also 
effectively had control over the style of music performed by them (see Temperley ibid. pp. 
266-314). Fashionableness and boasting were a high priority here, not spirituality. The 
encroachment of pop-music idioms into church worship in the 21®‘ century has little to do with 
the spiritual content of the music (although the trance-like thrall in which some performers 
seem to be held is sometimes reported to be an indication of the spiritual properties of the 
music) but the strong social message they convey about the legitimacy of popular culture, 
youth culture, ethnic culture and their appropriation for religious worship is undeniable.
Quite apart fi*om the unworkability of an imposition of musical style on all church music 
composers, governing the will and tastes of the congregation is equally unworkable. Not 
surprisingly, where the congregation takes only a peripheral role in the musical proceedings, 
in the Cathedral, their influence is and was minimal. However, in the parish church, the 
situation is and was entirely different:
Music, being almost entirely untrammelled by legal restrictions, has been in parish 
churches highly sensitive to popular opinion.
Temperley 1979, p. 5
A very clear distinction, therefore, must be made between the musical style generated by 
Anglican cathedrals and Anglican parish churches.
Until the reforms of cathedral music came into operation, musicians as distinguished as S S 
Wesley (1810-1876), John Stainer (1840-1901) and Charles V Stanford (1852-1924) had to
Gregorian chant might qualify as such an authentic, unique, sacred music. But even this has not been the 
exclusive voice of the Roman Catholic Church. It would never have been acceptable as the authentic music o f  
the anti-Catholic Anglican Church.
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yield to the authority of clergy in all musical matters. This was a task many clergy were unfit 
to perform, musical education not being any part of a theologian’s training until much later. 
The situation led to much unnecessary frustration and often to very poor musical standards.^ It 
led Wesley (among others) to devote energy and use much invective against the clergy in 
print (see Horton 2004, especially pp 148, 157, 160, 164, 165-166) in an effort to activate 
reform. Wesley, perhaps surprisingly, was not amongst the signatories of a ‘memorial’, or 
petition, sent to ‘The Deans and Chapters of Cathedral and Collegiate Churches of England 
and Wales’ which called for reform:
It should be the organist who is in charge of a cathedral’s music and he should be
regarded by all the members of the choir as their ‘Musical Director’.
Mould 2007, p. 185
The petition dates from around 1840 and is signed by some twenty cathedral and collegiate 
organists, over thirty other professional musicians and one hundred and seventeen clergymen. 
Key to the eventual reform of the relationship between clergy and cathedral organists was the 
action of Walter K Hamilton, first precentor and later Bishop of Salisbury. In around 1843 he 
introduced what were, for the time, revolutionary ideas at Salisbury. The fundamental 
common sense of these ‘revolutionary’ ideas gives an indication of the ludicrous 
disorganisation of musical matters in the cathedrals at the time: the canticle settings and the 
anthem should be chosen in advance of the service and not at the last minute (sometimes 
notice of these was given during the service); that the precentor should discuss which anthem 
should be used with the organist, and that it should be chosen to reflect the church’s year or 
readings for the day (see Mould 2007, p. 186). Stainer too was a tireless and energetic 
reformer. His most significant reform was the tremendous improvement of the standard of 
choral singing at St Paul’s Cathedral in London. Stainer’s move to St Paul’s in 1872 (from 
Magdalen College, Oxford) was prompted by the promise of support for the reforms which 
lead to these improvements (see Dibble 2007, pp 138-164); he was able to secure more 
rehearsal time for the choir, better discipline over the Vicars Choral and, later, proper 
accommodation and educational standards for the boy choristers. Stainer was undoubtedly
 ^In 1999 (date provided via email by the information services at St Paul’s Cathedral) the BBC presented a series 
of documentaries about St Paul’s Cathedral in London. Viewers were privileged to witness an audition for one o f  
the clerical posts at the Cathedral during which an applicant had to sing the priest’s part for the responses 
performed at Choral Evensong. John Scott, then Master o f the Music at St Paul’s (a position earlier held by 
Stainer) was at this audition. The Dean withheld appointment o f the applicant on the advice o f Scott who was not 
satisfied with the reliability o f the applicant’s singing voice. The priority given to musical ability and the 
deference given to the musical expertise o f the Cathedral’s music director appears wholly un-sensational to us 
now, but it is a scene which would have been incredulous to Wesley, Stainer and Stanford.
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influenced in his reforming work by the experiences he had had whilst organist at St 
Michael’s, Tenbury. St Michael’s was an experimental school, set up and largely financed in 
its initial stages, by Sir Fredrick Gore Ouseley (1825-1889). Ouseley had not only money 
(accumulated by his distinguished and wealthy family) but also musical talent and vision. 
Although he could quite comfortably have lived the life of a Gentleman, Ouseley took Holy 
Orders and was a student at Oxford:
To a young man in Oxford, these were exciting times, dominated by the immediate 
controversies of the Tractarian or Oxford Movement.
Shaw 1986/Bland 2000, p. 32
Since Ouseley did not pursue, for any length of time, the life of a preacher or writer on 
religious topics, the theological influence that The Oxford Movement held over him remains 
somewhat difficult to assess. Gatens describes him as “not an extreme ritualist” but “a 
conscientious High Churchman” (1986, p. 47). But the concomitant reassessment of liturgical 
practice was clearly of central importance to him as it provided a strong fi-amework for music; 
choral music in particular. Ouseley’s desire to create an environment where the art of 
Anglican choral music could be pursued to a high standard caused him to build a school in the 
Herefordshire countryside where boys could be housed and educated, and taught to sing ‘to 
the glory of God’ at the daily offices. Here Ouseley and his choristers were free fi-om the 
politics of the cathedral and remote from the controversies provoked by the Oxford 
Movement (which Ouseley had experienced at first hand^^). Ouseley’s model for choral 
services was the one also envisioned by S S Wesley.
S S Wesley and a new start to the Cathedral Tradition
S S Wesley (1810-1876) is a pivotal figure in Anglican Church Music. Temperley says that 
“no composer between Purcell and Stanford came close to his achievement” (2007, p. 3). 
Wesley also stands at the very beginning of the re-establishing of the Anglican Church Music 
Tradition, at least as far as it relates to cathedral music. Cathedrals experienced a major 
setback during and following the Commonwealth period. Temperley reminds us that
Ouseley spent his curacy at St Barnabas’ church in Pimlico. In the winter months o f 1850 St Barnabas’ was 
attacked by rioters protesting about the popish practices they perceived were being promoted by the Tractarian 
vicar there, W.J.E. Bennett. At the climax of the protests rioters occupied the church during a morning service. 
Ouseley was greatly affected by this. His nervous health had always been delicate and this frightening event put 
paid to his curacy at St Barnabas’. The life o f a regular cleric lost all its attraction for Ouseley after this. (See 
Rainbow 1970, pp. 158-161.)
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“cathedral services had been entirely wiped out by about 1647... Many cathedrals were used 
as ammunition warehouses or military staging posts.” (1979, p. 79).
A Tradition interrupted, its continuity disturbed, must find ways in which it can reconnect to 
its past and/or reinvent itself. An important link to the past was provided by the survival of a 
good many music books which had been hidden rather than destroyed on the order of the 
Government. Reinvention was secured by the lively minds of contemporary musicians, 
especially the group centred on the Chapel Royal, who were particularly productive and who 
enjoyed the patronage of a particularly encouraging monarch, Charles II. For a while the 
activities of the Chapel Royal seemed to suggest that much could be achieved and that the 
reformed Tradition, energetic and fashionable, had a healthy fixture. But there was one enemy 
of Tradition more forceful even than Cromwell and his destroyers had proved: indifference. In 
the period ca. 1700 to 1840 cathedral services and their music suffered grievously from this 
malady and were soon sinking to dismally low standards of performance and decorum.
Morale was low, attendance by lay clerks was sporadic and unpredictable and there was little 
enthusiasm for cathedral music. It was difficult to motivate choristers and the skills required 
to support a Tradition of any significant stature were largely unexercised. It was only in the 
second quarter of the nineteenth century, with the stimulus of the movement known as 
Romanticism, that matters were taken seriously in hand. It is no coincidence that two other 
ecclesiastical reforming initiatives also got underway in this period: the Oxford Movement 
(whose establishment is traditionally given as 1833) and the Cambridge Camden Society 
(established 1839). Both these movements made impacts on Anglican church music. It cannot 
accurately be said that developments in Anglican church music went hand-in-hand with them. 
But those involved with the re-establishment of the Anglican Church Music Tradition were 
sensitive to the revival of interest in the fields of liturgy and architecture, and saw how to 
exploit them to musical ends. Wesley, then, was working as an Anglican church-musician just 
as the opportunities and the desires to revive it were starting up after a long and depressing 
period of neglect. This regeneration of the Anglican Cathedral Tradition forms the basis of 
what one hears in English cathedrals today.
The origin of choristers employed to sing offices can be traced as far back as Augustine’s 
arrival on British soil but, realistically, the heritage of Cathedral choral worship today is 
fundamentally a Victorian re-invention of an earlier Tradition which was worn down to a 
ghost of its former 15^  ^and 16^*^ century glory. S S Wesley emerges as a key figure not merely 
on the strength of compositions for the Anglican Church but because he touched (often 
embraced) all the defining issues involved in the re-invention of the Tradition: composition.
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choir-training, organ-playing and reform-campaigning. Following Wesley’s musical career, 
and to some extent his life (e.g. his early training), provides a very convenient vehicle upon 
which to pin an exposition of the conflicting musical philosophies which inform the next 
stage in the development of the Anglican Church Music Tradition.
Wesley was bom illegitimately, yet Peter Horton (a leading authority on Wesley) refrains 
from speculation about the effect this stigma must have had on Wesley. But it surely left 
scars. Wesley’s father (Samuel, a notable performer and composer himself) entered Wesley 
into the Chapel Royal and thereby secured for his son possibly the best musical education 
available at the time in England. Despite Horton’s observation that “the distinguished days of 
the Chapel Royal choir were past” (2004, p. 10), at the Chapel Royal there was a repertoire of 
fine music which included music by the earlier masters Blow, Purcell, Greene, Boyce, and 
also by a more recent composer, Haydn. Wesley developed a fine treble voice and learned, 
through singing it, how music was constmcted. Wesley’s penchant for imitative polyphonic 
counterpoint in his mature work shows the benefit of this exposure to finely crafted music, 
which was not, according to Horton, backed up by any “rigorous course in harmony, 
counterpoint, orchestration, or the handling of classical form” (ibid., p. 16). Wesley’s musical 
education was not confined to the chapel alone. As was frequently practised at the time, 
choristers who were members of choral foundations were often hired out to the theatre to take 
part in concerts and other musical entertainments. These outings provided a healthy 
broadening of musical experience, especially of musical style, which Wesley was later to 
exploit fully. There were downsides to this practice in general, however. Participation in extra 
musical activities was often detrimental to choirboys’ physical health as there was a heavy toll 
on their voices. This, in addition to the inevitable absenteeism at some services, was a 
contributing factor in the lowering of musical standards and discipline within choirs. But the 
practice was considered a very necessary evil. Organists charged a fee for loaning out ‘their’ 
choristers which was a very necessary supplement to their poor salaries.
On leaving the Chapel Royal, Wesley was given a testimonial which stated that “he is fully 
competent to take on the duties of any Cathedral” (ibid., p. 12). It was not (as the testimonial 
infers) a foregone conclusion that Wesley would pursue the life of a cathedral musician. For a 
short time after leaving the Chapel Royal, Wesley acted as pianist and Chorus Master to the 
English Opera in London; for a musician of his talents there were surely openings in this field 
of activity. Teaching and composing as supplementary activities were also perfectly possible. 
However, Wesley’s love of choral music, his outstanding proficiency on the organ, and a
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Christian faith, steadfast in the face of numerous conflicts with clerics, destined him for a life 
as a church musician; a life which brought as much frustration, if not more, as it did musical 
satisfaction.
After an apprenticeship at some London churches, and after proving himself a composer of 
skill and versatility, Wesley began his career as a cathedral organist at the age of 22 at 
Hereford.
From now on his career was broken up by a series of restless moves from one post to 
another as he sought in vain the ideal conditions in which his vision of the cathedral 
service as an art-form bringing together music, liturgy, architecture and religious 
ceremony in the worship of God could be realised.
Horton 1991/1995, p. 2
Three of those moves were to other cathedrals (Exeter in 1835, Winchester in 1850 and 
Gloucester in 1865). Between Exeter and Winchester (the years 1842-1850) Wesley worked 
as organist at the new Leeds Parish Church.
Wesley and the anthem The Wilderness
At Hereford Cathedral, Wesley’s first cathedral appointment (which began in 1832), he had to 
face up to the realities of a provincial cathedral. For one thing, he found the musical standards 
of the choir left much to be desired (the boy choristers were inadequate and the attendance of 
the vicars choral irregular^ ^ ). This clearly restricted the repertoire; anthems and services often 
had to be sung to unison settings. The organ was inadequate too, but here Wesley was able to 
oversee extensive improvements almost immediately.
Whilst the organ was being refurbished, choral services at the cathedral were suspended and 
Wesley had time to devote to serious composition. To celebrate the reopening of the newly 
refurbished organ, Wesley composed the anthem The Wilderness. Given the inadequacy of the 
choir at Hereford, the ambitiousness of the anthem appears unrealistic. Wesley must have had 
confidence that his abilities as a choir trainer were good enough to raise the choir to the 
necessary standard for its first performance. The Wilderness is an important composition. On 
a personal level it provides evidence of a consolidation of Wesley’s accomplishments as a 
composer. In addition, an examination of the reasons behind the public furore which 
accompanied its wider exposure provides a reasonable guide to state of Anglican church 
music composition in 1832.
” “...all [of the vicars choral] were in holy orders and, to augment their stipends, held livings in or near the city 
which necessitated their attending to parochial duties” (Horton 2004, p. 44).
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At almost fifteen minutes in length The Wilderness was clearly meant to be more than a 
straightforward presentation of a Christian text; it was intended to function as a piece of 
church art. The occasion of its composition perhaps called for something a little more 
extensive than the run-of-the-mill. But the untypicality of The Wilderness in the cathedral 
repertoire can be judged by the fact that it can only be compared in length and technical range 
to some of the liturgical works of Purcell written two hundred years before and in particular to 
the glory-days of the restoration Chapel Royal.
The reinstituted Chapel Royal prided itself on the presentation of music of lavish splendour; 
the choir was accompanied by an orchestra and there was a line-up of solo singers who were 
allotted solos of almost operatic prominence. This style of performance could not be emulated 
in the cathedrals of England. Wilson-Dickson (1992) points out that Purcell’s anthems, like 
much of the music written for the superior resources at the Chapel Royal, were beyond the 
reach of cathedral choirs at the time (their resources, vocal and economical, would not stretch 
to it) and “have been reckoned to be sufficiently long, difficult or controversial for past 
editors to have mutilated them with cuts and alterations of all kinds” (p. 124).
The adjective ‘difficult’ is understandable, but the adjective ‘controversial’ calls for further 
explanation. Wilson-Dickson is almost certainly referring to that controversy which dogged 
the history of Anglican church music from its very beginnings and which finally led to a two- 
way split of the Tradition in 1955 (which is dealt with in chapter VI: the importation of 
secular music styles). This topic is particularly relevant to readdress here because Wesley’s 
anthem The Wilderness caused this issue to be discussed nationally. A good deal of invective 
was used on both sides of the argument, an indication of how crucial the issues involved 
seemed to be to church musicians of the time. The attitudes expressed offer a helpful résumé 
of the state of Anglican Tradition-ideal at the time.
It was quite natural for Wesley, young, impressionable and energetic, flushed with pride even, 
at having landed one of the few cathedral musical appointments at such an early age, and keen 
to show-off the refurbished organ and his skill upon it, to attempt something extraordinary in 
a new anthem. The Wilderness. This was an important marker of his creative skills and 
importance as a leading Anglican musician. It is not surprising, either, that he should have 
been inspired by the new music of Weber and Spohr he had fairly recently experienced in 
London; music which had been so enthusiastically received by English audiences. Wesley did 
not shy away from including in his composition harmonies and progressions considered quite 
progressive at the time. Wesley’s sensitivity to musical drama was no doubt stimulated whilst 
playing the piano in orchestras for productions at the English Opera House in London.
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Contemporary with Wesley’s association with the English Opera House were performances of 
Mozart’s Cosifan tutte, Don Giovanni, and Le Nozze di Figaro and Weber’s Der Freischiitz.
It was with an eye to the dramatic structure of his anthem that Wesley prepared the text of The 
Wilderness with great care, unusual for the time. It was not simply a question of selecting 
passages from Isaiah 35 and providing simple music for them; Wesley engaged in a process of 
reordering sentences and words, making provision for repetitions and omissions and 
providing discrete sections, designed for contrasted musical treatment. (Wesley’s editorial 
process was very similar to the one Britten would adopt in much of his liturgical music, and to 
similar ends.) Being, in large part, a celebration of the newly refitted organ, Wesley went far 
beyond providing an accompaniment which simply supported the voices. The organ part is 
laid out to display, pretty comprehensively, the range of colours available on the modem 
instrument. The subtlety of the organ writing suggests that it was ‘orchestrated’ for the 
organ. This was a treatment of the instrument that was not to become common in English 
organ music for some years to come when instruments, following a fashion pioneered on 
continental Europe, became more orchestral in their tone-colour ideals. Particularly 
remarkable is the independent, and at times, virtuosic, pedal voice. Pedal divisions, on even 
large English organs, were a fairly recent novelty and few English organists had developed a 
proficient pedal technique. The Wilderness borrows heavily from the verse anthem, a 
speciality of the reformation Chapel Royal, with sections for solo voices, and a solo quartet 
contrasting with sections for the full choir. With this inventory, one might think that Wesley 
had been tempted to compose a piece fiill of almost operatic vividness, with illustrative 
devices which enabled listeners to hear onomatopoeic transmutations of the ‘waters’ and 
‘streams’ in the text. Such a thought would be misleading. Despite the modem harmonic and 
melodic expression that Wesley had used, there was no attempt, for example, to simulate the 
parched atmosphere of the desert. There is a concordance between the concept of solitariness 
conveyed in the opening line “The wildemess and the solitary place” and the sparse organ 
accompaniment, reinforced by the singing of it by a solo bass on its repeated appearance. But 
the illusion isn’t taken beyond this, for instance, by having the solo voice sing 
unaccompanied, or by introducing rests -silences -to  underline the adjective ‘solitary’. The
Wesley was a much respected organ-consultant with a strong opinion about the constitution o f principal 
choruses and the balance o f colour voices in organ specifications.
Wesley later made an orchestral version o f the accompaniment, a task which could have presented few  
problems since the organ part strongly resembles an organ reduction of an orchestral score.
The organ in St James, Bermondsey, o f 1827 (by J C Bishop & Son) was equipped with a ‘full’ pedal board, 
but in deference to organists who were incapable or hostile to using it an additional keyboard, duplicating the 
pedal keys and operating the same stops, was installed alongside the main console so that a second player could 
provide the pedal voice manually.
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virtuosic pedal-part referred to above is not called upon to make some picturesque point; it is 
merely a strand in a contrapuntal texture. There is, therefore, a tendency to moderation and 
restraint, abstraction even, wholly in line with the Tradition-ideal. The suggestion is not that 
Wesley was insensitive to words, nor to the drama of poetry they bear; but Wesley’s art was 
essentially a rhetorical one rather than a sentimental one. This was ideal for composing for the 
church. Much later*  ^Wesley was to express dissatisfaction with the way composers had 
illustrated some of the more colourful passages of the Christian Hymn, the Te Deum:
Purcell and Handel [were] wrong about [“]to thee all angels[”]. My Father also (to 
some little extent) about [“]He hath put down the mighty[”]; it is our business to sing 
the praise of his having done these things, not to describe by music our own little 
notions of the means employed by God in doing them.
Horton 2004, p. 144
For Wesley the process of distancing, of the composer abstracting his art, was an essential 
characteristic of church music. But Wesley also thought the type of musical language used for 
church music need not be one remote from its own time and deaf to developments in other 
fields of compositional activity.
Conservative, reactionary and radical proposals
Wesley’s church music was, as tradition dictated and as the composer saw as meet, essentially 
restrained in its illustrative devices. But Wesley had trespassed into territory considered 
inappropriate by some church musicians by writing in a musical style which took advantage 
of new advances in chromatic harmony. Wesley was roundly criticised for this by Oxford’s 
outspoken Professor of Music, William Crotch. In common with many pre-modernist 
musicologists Crotch (1775-1847) held what has been coined (inappropriately) a Darwinian 
view of the history of music, characterised by the philosophy that the development of music 
proceeds in a more-or-less straight line, with later composers reaching towards a higher 
degree of musical perfection than their forerunners. What was singular about Crotch’s 
interpretation of this view was his belief that the developments in music had reached a peak of 
perfection in the Elizabethan age and had, since then, been in perpetual decline. 
Consequentially, the age Crotch lived in was producing the hitherto worst type of music since
Horton (2004) does not specify the date o f the citation but it clearly reflects Wesley’s more modified, less 
progressive ideals about church music which emerged in the 1840s.
This view was common for a time, and not unique to England; Schenker was a decidedly Darwinian 
theoretical scholar.
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about 1600.*  ^Crotch invented three categories which characterised the music of three 
compositional ages. These were Sublime, Beautiful and Ornamental.*^ He urged a return to 
Sublime art -what amounted to an imitation of Elizabethan music, and demonstrated this 
preference in his own compositions. Crotch occupied two positions which enabled him to 
police his urging. First, his principalship (from 1822-1832) of the new Royal Academy of 
Music and secondly, specifically of Anglican church music, with his appointment as one of 
the judges of the Gresham Prize awarded annually for the composition of a new anthem or 
service. The prize’s founder and benefactor was Maria Hackett (1783-1874), a lady who 
campaigned tirelessly for better conditions and standards of education for foundation 
choristers, and who had a special attachment to cathedral music. It was she who appointed 
Crotch as one of the judges of the Gresham Prize, an appointment which could be seen as 
endorsing Crotch’s view of the preferred style of Anglican church music. The purpose of the 
prize was to encourage new compositions for one the Anglican Offices; it carried considerable 
prestige. This prestige was undoubtedly coveted by Wesley. Wesley submitted The 
Wilderness for adjudication in 1832 which, unsurprisingly, did not please the judges (Crotch’s 
fellow judges shared his conservative views on church music). Horton (2004, p. 47-48) quotes 
remarks in a letter about The Wilderness sent to Maria Hackett by one of the other judges: “a 
clever thing, but not Cathedral Music”. For the writer of those remarks, R J S Stevens, 
cleverness in some form clearly presented a threat to the Tradition-ideal as he saw it. It was 
surely not the cleverness of the counterpoint that so affronted Stevens, since fluent 
counterpoint is one of the highlights of sixteenth century polyphony. But the ‘cleverness’ of 
the harmony, influenced as it clearly was by the music of Spohr and Weber, was thought to be 
a dangerous subversion. Crotch set out the case more explicitly. In a letter to Miss Hackett, he 
wrote “The introduction of novelty, variety, contrast, expression, originality, etc., [which] is 
the very cause of the decay so long apparent in our Church music” (Horton ibid., p. 45).
H J Gauntlett was editor of the national music journal The Musical World. He was one of a 
number of church musicians who clearly sided with Wesley in the archaic/contemporary style 
church music debate. In some articles for his journal (1836) Gauntlett provocatively 
challenged Crotch (or his fellow antiquarians) to point out, specifically, which harmonies in 
music were to be considered secular and which sacred. Church music, Gauntlett argued.
Crotch’s ideas were articulated first in an important series o f lectures on music in Oxford (beginning in 1800- 
1804) and later published (1831).
“Crotch even supplied a simple rule of thumb for identifying the style o f a [musical] work: ‘It is sublime if  it 
inspires veneration, beautiful if  it pleases, ornamental if  it amuses’” (Horton ibid., p. 46). For a fuller exposition 
o f Crotch’s ideas see Horton 2004, pp. 45-47.
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required “ideas of majesty, solemnity, and pathos, contrasted with energy, vivacity, grace, 
beauty and force of colouring” (Horton ibid., p. 48). Gauntlett would have none of Crotch’s 
‘sublime’ music; he shared with many musicians the view that music was, in fact, moving 
towards an ever higher degree of perfection. Gauntlett’s praise for The Wilderness made the 
prediction that it would “ultimately effect a total change in our cathedral style of 
composition” (Horton ibid., p. 48). This was just what Crotch and Stevens feared.
Throughout Anglican church music history, this argument -the comparative appropriateness 
of conservative music over radical music as an accompaniment to worship -remained one of 
the most characteristic of the Tradition until 1955, when the tenor of the debate changed 
dramatically as will be seen in chapter VI. In the main, Anglican church music has tended to 
foster conservatism rather than radicalism. This is due partly to the familiarity of unchanging 
texts and the nature of ecclesiastical architecture. It was due also to the cyclical nurturing of 
church musician talent. The Tradition-ideal in itself also urged caution. Although Crotch and 
Stevens would not have recognised it, blinded as they were by their fantasy-ideal, Wesley 
himself was constrained considerably by the Tradition-ideal; for, while it is true that he 
opened his ears to new harmonic possibilities found in contemporary secular music, his 
church music never approaches the subjectivity of affecting secular music.
The suppression of ego
Between Wesley’s The Wilderness, with its overt homage to contemporary non-ecclesiastical 
idiom and Crotch’s deliberately antiquated homage to ‘sublime art’ (i.e. pre-baroque) there 
was plenty of stylistic room to manoeuvre. Wesley himself occupied this middle ground for 
most of his other church music compositions. The experimental nature of The Wilderness can 
be viewed as a youthful flexing of the muscles; a testing of one of the outer boundaries which 
he knew to encircle the Tradition-ideal. As he matured, Wesley was far less prone to 
provocative extreme and by 1844, only twelve years after writing his radical anthem, Wesley 
was emphasising moderation as an essential ingredient of liturgical music:
designed as [musical settings for liturgical purposes are] ...for performance during the 
very brief space of time allotted to our daily Cathedral Worship; a period so brief, 
while the subjects to be treated are so various, of such grand and universal application, 
-while necessarily to divest composition of its ordinary features; rendering almost 
every species of amplification of a particular subject either difficult or impossible; and
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this, too, in connection with words which seem, in the musician’s judgement, to
demand of him the most exulted efforts of which his art is capable.
Horton 2004, p. 137*^
Wesley had not had a complete change of heart; he still believed that the spirit of the 
Tradition-ideal could be realised without recourse to a synthetic musical language, but one 
open to new developments of contemporary music, which he didn’t regard as regressive. But 
Wesley undoubtedly refined his musical style, and certain devices which earlier could be 
construed as being employed in a rather undisciplined manner to secure a musical effect not 
integral to a well-planned musical narrative were replaced by mechanisms of integration 
which contributed to more cohesive construction. Amplification was toned down to a point 
where the drama of a setting was to be found more in the satisfactory working out of the 
counterpoint and in the balance of the unfolding of tonal areas than in inventive turn of a 
melodic phrase underpinned with a surprising chromatic harmony.
A comparison of The Wilderness with the anthem Wash me throughly from my wickedness, 
written around 1840, demonstrates Wesley’s refinement of technique very clearly. In The 
Wilderness certain harmonic juxtapositions are clearly exploited for their novel affect; as 
progressions they challenge the harmonic logic of the overall structure. In Wash me throughly 
the plentiful chromatic chords are conceived as a dimension of one of the anthem’s leading 
themes and, where the theme occurs, it is always attended by the same chromatic harmony. 
Where harmony, theme and contrapuntal working-out were independent constituents in The 
Wilderness, in Wash me throughly they operate in concert and produce just that ‘exulted 
effort’ which Wesley expressed as an ideal in church music. The straightforwardness of the 
organ accompaniment of Wash me throughly might also be seen as a move towards more 
objectivity too. Here, it is true, Wesley is not seeking to demonstrate a new instrument, but 
the scaling down to ‘an accompaniment’ from ‘an organ part’ could be interpreted as a step 
back from the impossible realisation of a ‘grand and universal application’.
The refinement of technique, which rounded off certain deliberately exposed sharp edges, was 
surely not a response to Crotch’s criticisms, which Wesley held in utter contempt. But it is 
hardly a coincidence that, as he was composing Wash me thoroughly, Wesley was deepening 
his knowledge of works by Gibbons, Byrd, Farrant and Tallis. This he did when he introduced 
their music into the repertoire of Exeter Cathedral, the post he took up in 1835 having left 
Hereford Cathedral, discontent and restless. This intimate contact of music of the ‘sublime’
Source: Wesley’s preface to A Morning & Evening cathedral Service, 1845.
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style clearly impressed Wesley and left its mark, every bit as indelibly as the marks left by his 
contact with the music of Mozart, Weber, Spohr and Mendelssohn.
By 1848 Wesley was to adopt “a restrained, deliberately archaic style... Eschewing 
chromaticism for a serene diatonicism” (Horton 2004, p. 186) for two anthems. Cast me not 
away and The Face o f the Lord. By the time Wesley wrote these anthems he had relinquished 
his post in Exeter and had started his work at the new Leeds parish church. To begin with, at 
least, Wesley was happy at Leeds; it offered him the choral resources and control over the 
musical programme he so passionately coveted. It was at Leeds, rather than at any cathedral 
(Wesley served four in all) that his vision for the ideal choral service was most closely 
realised. Horton suggests that Wesley’s vision held the concept of the choral service as “an art 
form combining liturgy, music, ceremony and architecture” (ibid. p. 132). This tight 
interaction required a suppression of excess; excess in any one part would weaken the whole 
and weaken it as an artistic expression. This may account for the further refinement Wesley 
pursued in his liturgical music; appreciating that proportion, order and scale (summarised in 
cohesive structures where inconsequential devices had to be eliminated) all had to be 
commensurate with the other contributing elements at choral worship. The examples of 
Gibbons, Byrd, F arrant and Tallis were obviously useful models.
A great deal is known about Wesley’s attitudes to church music so he offers the historian an 
understanding of why his music is styled the way it is and what Tradition-ideals went to shape 
it. In addition to an autobiographical sketch (which Wesley wrote for G J Stevenson who was 
writing his Memorials o f the Wesley Family, 1876) Wesley wrote numerous letters, important 
lectures on church music and in addition there are the Cathedral lists and his own 
compositions. From this formidable archive certain central ideals clearly emerge. Wesley 
urged a study of those composers he considered to be important -Bach, Mozart, Beethoven, 
Spohr and Mendelssohn -and dismissed the notion that church music should overtly imitate 
music written in the sixteenth century. However, writing effectively for the church, Wesley 
freely acknowledged, placed restraints on a composer. Some of these restraints (the affect use 
of chromatic harmony for example) were things Wesley learned in stages. Another restraint 
concerned the use of solo voices. Solo voice sections are a notable feature of The Wilderness 
and other early works but by about 1849 Wesley was contending that
Solo singing in Church, I confess, I do [not] think should be much encouraged. I do 
not think it should be absolutely prohibited, but the proportions of the service set apart 
for music are meant to be the voice of the people, and altho’ perhaps our music should 
not altogether be restricted to Chorus, still I think the Solo should be a rare exception.
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and in almost every instance so mixed with the chorus that the individuality of the 
Singer may [not] attract that attention to himself which belongs solely to the sense of 
the words, and for a higher purpose.
Horton ibid., p. 190
This statement contains two key ideals: firstly, that the choir sings as ‘the voice of the people’ 
-that is, they express on behalf of attendant worshippers their collective thoughts and 
invocations and, secondly, that individualism (e.g. of a soloist) was a distraction, drawing 
attention away fi-om the main focus of the music -the worship or contemplation of God.^® 
Wesley saw church music as an essentially ‘selfless’ art.
Selflessness was not equivalent to being characterless or dull but, in order to serve the words 
being set, a paring back or suppression of individuality was desirable. For a composer of 
Wesley’s stature this paring back and suppression still left plenty of room for invention and 
colour to produce church music of a memorable and lasting quality. Too often, however, 
composers with far less talent exercised a similar degree of paring back and suppression to 
less elevating effect. The Anglican Church Music Tradition has a huge repertoire of 
gebrauchsmusik, written by church musicians seeking only to set texts in a functional way; 
that is, in a manner where words are given pitches and rhythm which heighten their audibility 
but little else; where melody and structure are not developed in a way consciously beneficial 
to the composition; where contrapuntal invention is curtailed if it interferes with a clear 
articulation of the text. Although sensitive to a Tradition-ideal and, therefore assumed into the 
repertoire, such music lacks distinction and flair; its musical content does not merit 
performance outside its specific environment. Much of this music fails to inspire serious 
musical criticism. Yet it is still much admired by profoundly musical church musicians, and 
worshippers are strongly attached to it. The Church is not endemically philistine, or its 
musicians especially lacking in musical judgement. The reason for the success of this 
undistinguished music lies in its meeting the specific needs of its purpose; it is tailor-made for 
its function and it is its appositeness that is appreciated; its artistic merits are coincidental.
This is truly ‘voice-of-the-people’ music -worshipping people that is -as Wesley coined it. 
Wesley also recognised that music with less clearly defined identity was more accessible and 
therefore much more functional as church music. One observes Wesley writing less 
identifiable music for the church as he matures. Looked at another way, one might call this a
The ideological opposition to solo singing in settings o f church music was continually emphasised. It was 
categorically condemned in an article The Music o f  the English Church written in 1868 by G A Macfarren. He 
felt that solo singing “must inevitably draw the attention to the soloist and elicit admiration or criticism o f the 
performance rather than promote the experience o f worship” (Gatens 1968, p. 64).
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cover of anonymity, and a common feature of some of the less distinguished Anglican church 
music repertoire is indeed this curious anonymity of style; much of it could have been written 
by almost any competent church musician with a reasonable command of basic musical 
construction. Anonymity encourages a culture of collective ownership. Collective ownership 
of an object exclusive to a tradition -in  this instance music -is a vital attribute of Tradition. 
Dulling the shine of a composer’s character-brilliance, flattening out prominent individual 
features, gives this collective ownership process a smoother passage. The composer’s ego is 
not competing with its collective owners’ egos. This might partially explain why composers 
outside the Anglican Church Music Tradition have shied away from writing for it; the loss or 
suppression of their originality which appears called for has not seemed particularly inviting. 
It might also partially explain why music of particularly strong individualism (Michael 
Tippett’s Collegium Sancti Johannis Cantabrigiense of 1961 for example) has not always 
kept a regular place in the repertoire where less profoundly individual music (for example that 
of Edward Bairstow) has flourished. The mundane and the routine are not, within the 
Anglican Church Music Tradition, necessarily regarded as weaknesses; they are less 
pejoratively identified as ‘characteristics’. It is no accident that some of Wesley’s Anglican 
Church Music is mundane and routine; an example of an over scrupulous application of the 
Tradition-ideals he firmly believed in. It was a belief in the same Tradition-ideals which led 
Stainer, Stanford and Howells at times to a similar over scrupulous application too. (The work 
of Stanford and Howells is looked at in detail in chapter IX.)
At this point -the end of the career of Wesley - it  is however necessary to complement this 
hitherto one-sided view of the Anglican Musical Tradition. Wesley’s career was spent mainly 
in the cathedral but equally important musical activity was taking place in the parish church.
It will be seen that this activity was by no means slothful in comparison with the cathedral 
tradition; in many ways it was a good deal more vigorous and adventurous. The influence that 
parish church music had on the aesthetic of the Anglican Church will be seen to be far from 
negligible; it is indeed essential to a comprehension of the Anglican Music Tradition as a 
whole.
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rv The Parish Church Tradition
This survey aims to show that although at various times during the history of the Anglican 
Church there has been a great encouragement to view the Cathedral Tradition as an ideal to be 
followed by parish churches too, parish churches have often shown a spirit of independence 
which has led them to follow the basic tenets of Anglican music ideals in a more adventurous 
manner, unashamedly absorbing popular tastes. Parish churches have constantly maintained a 
dynamic relationship between organists, choirs and the music performed on the one hand and, 
on the other, the congregation. The influence of Clergy has been minimal and often 
peripheral; priests either yielding to their congregations and musicians in matters concerning 
parish music or turning an indifferent ear to it.
At its best, this relationship amounted to a pact between the two and the performance of 
anthems became an intimate communication between the two. At times it may even have 
aspired to and attained the ideal which Davies and Ley, the editors of The Church Anthem 
Book (1933), set out in their preface of that publication (p. vi) in which the anthem would 
become “an offering... illustrating and impressing some truth on the minds of worshippers”.
It would, however, be totally misleading to suggest that this ideal was universally reached; 
misleading even to suggest it was an ideal thought universally important by all parish church 
musicians or congregations -this is where the differences between High and Low 
Churchmanship play in. What was important was the bond itself, not the narrow prosecution 
of an idealised version of it.
It is this special bond which becomes crucial to understanding the liturgical music of Britten. 
His music, and the motivations behind his composing of it, seemed to hark back to this parish 
church ‘pact’. It is the basic tenets of Anglican church music ideals as preserved in the spirit 
of parish church music that offer the clearest explanation as to why Britten’s liturgical music 
was written the way it was.
The surviving record of mid-sixteenth century parish church life written by a parish priest, 
Christopher Trichay, which forms the heart of Eamon Duffey’s The Voices o f Morehath 
(2001), is remarkable for its detail. Yet, from it, emerges next to no information about the 
music which was used at worship. It is inconceivable that worshippers in Morehath were 
uniquely silent at their worship, yet the garrulous author of the records passes no comment on 
the people who led the singing, or what was sung.
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Neighbouring clergy sometimes assisted at solemn diriges (dirges) for the Morehath 
dead... Such diriges were usually sung ‘by note’, which would normally have required 
the assistance of a small choir capable of singing plainsong, though at a pinch the clerk 
alone could have sung the responses and psalms with the priest. But the account tells 
us little or nothing about how any of this was managed...
Duffey 2001, p. 67
Trichay lived through a turbulent period in the life of the established church in England. He 
served as priest under Henry VIII, Edward VI, Mary I and Elizabeth I and therefore witnessed 
under Edward^ the heart-breaking spectacle of the dismantling of statuary and the dispersing 
of church ornaments, which had been much cherished devotional aids; the partial recovery of 
these, together with the ceremonial of the Roman Mass under Mary, which clearly meant 
much to him and his congregation; and their abolition once again under Elizabeth. What effect 
these dramatic events had on the music of the parish can only be imagined. Plainsong may 
have formed some sort of core repertoire both for the priest and the congregation but, at the 
Reformation, it is difficult to know to what extent this would have been continued, albeit in a 
revised form. The thought that ordinary worshippers should experience this degree of 
upheaval without the comfort of music is unbearably sad.
In his major study of parish church music (1979), Nicholas Temperley observes that, in the 
main, the Church of England (as opposed to, for example, the Quakers) has encouraged the 
use of music, believing in general that it could and should be harnessed “for the good of 
men’s souls” (p.4). Nowhere in the Church of England is this pedagogic purpose for music 
more relevant than in the parish church, for it is here that congregations engage with music in 
a way they historically never did (and arguably still do not) in the cathedrals. Where, in the 
cathedral, a congregation might listen to the choir and clergy perform music for them in their 
stead, in the parish church it is characteristically the congregation who take part. In the history 
of the music of the parish church there have been times when the congregation was reduced to 
the role of audience, at least for parts of the service and was, almost like a cathedral 
congregation, willing to allow the singers in the choir and the organist (or occasionally other 
instrumentalists) to take over the responsibility of performing the music. Such a sequestration 
of communal singing was made in the belief that music was not “an actual vehicle of religious 
expression” but “an ornament in the offering to God” (ibid., p. 4). It should therefore be done 
well, necessitating the services of specially trained performers. This relinquishing of musical
 ^Although Henry VIII is frequently blamed for the desecration o f parish churches it was his son Edward who 
more energetically saw to the dismantling of popish ornaments. Henry was more interested in the sacking o f  
monasteries where the money lay.
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engagement did not however mean that the congregation handed over total responsibility for 
‘their’ music to an autonomous group of professionals as in the cathedrals. As the foregoing 
shows, in the parish church it was always the spiritual requirements, the taste and sometimes 
money of the congregation which dictated the style of music, the degree of its participation 
and the manner of its performance. Any attempt to wrestle this fundamental right away from 
the congregation was met with noisy and sometimes even violent resistance. It is this spirit of 
communal involvement which, above all, characterises the music of the Parish Church Music 
Tradition and not the actual musical material itself -even though, at times, the difference 
between what was acceptable in the parish church and what was acceptable in the cathedral 
was noticeably at variance.
The Reformed Church in England and its congregational music
Congregational participation of any sort in Anglican worship was not an immediate priority at 
the Reformation in England (in contrast to Germany) but by the time of the issue of the 
revised Book o f Common Prayer (authorised by the second Act of Uniformity in 1552) 
specific parts of the service were intended to be said or sung by the congregation and not just 
by their liturgical spokesman, the Clerk.^ In addition to simple melodies sung to short 
liturgical phrases, no doubt adapted from plainchant, congregations took pleasure in joining in 
with metrical psalms. Temperley conjectures that metrical psalm-singing spread to Anglican 
parish churches from reformed, non-Anglican protestant congregations who were allowed 
freedom to worship under Edward VI and who enjoyed singing psalms in this way:
This form of music [metrical psalm singing], the hallmark of the Reformation, was to 
become, and to remain for a hundred and fifty years, almost the only kind of song 
heard in an English parish church.
Temperley ibid., p. 18.
Metrical psalms allowed rhyming verses with a simple metre to be sung to a repeated melody. 
The melodies themselves were easy to learn and to sing; many of them were already familiar 
as simplified liturgical melodies with their origins in plainchant, folk melodies or other 
popular tunes. By 1559, when Anglican worship was re-established by Elizabeth I after the 
Catholic revival under Mary, music is specifically mentioned in the preface to the revised 
Book o f Common Prayer.
 ^Some clerks were undoubtedly musical; some would have been former monks who specialised in music, now 
cast out o f the sacked monasteries. Clerks incompetent in music read their responses.
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it may be permitted that in the beginning or in the end of common prayers, either at 
morning or evening, there may be sung a hymn, or such like song, to the praise of 
Almighty God, in the best sort of melody and music that may be conveniently devised, 
having respect that the sentence of the hymn may be understood and perceived.
Temperley ibid., p. 39
The injunction to allow the clear audibility of the words (‘the sentence’) is a familiar one, one 
of the most universal tropes of the Anglican Church Music Tradition, which applied to parish 
churches as much as cathedrals. The words in the case of metric psalms were versifications of 
the psalms. Versification made the texts far easier to remember than the prose translations of 
the Bible and was a major step towards the democratising of worship. As the majority of the 
population was illiterate at this time, using rhythm and rhyme as mnemonic devices secured 
their participation. Although there was little controversy surrounding the principle of drawing 
congregations into the liturgical action, the use of music, particularly the appropriation of 
music with secular connections, was not without its opponents amongst churchmen of a 
Puritan persuasion. Cathedrals largely escaped this debate; it was essentially an issue of 
churchmanship and cathedrals universally attracted what were to be labelled after the 
Restoration, High Churchmen, who were unsympathetic to Puritan ideals.^ Music was only a 
contentious issue amongst churchmen who felt the call to purge the Anglican Church of its 
secular and therefore sinful associations.
Churchmanship within the Anglican Church
Pragmatism was an expedient characteristic of Elizabeth I ’s rule. The turmoil which had 
disrupted England during the reigns of her father, brother and sister (which Christopher 
Trichay had lived through having been ordained in 1517 and who stayed in clerical office 
until 1574) was calmed greatly by this quality. This pragmatism was extended to the Anglican 
Church. Temperley regards the preface of the revised Book o f Common Prayer as a highly 
skilled example of pragmatism which
would be repeatedly cited as authority for action or reaction by both conservative and 
reforming parties in the Church.
Temperley 1979, p. 40
By conservatives, Temperley means those in the Anglican Church who were attached to the 
Roman Catholic Rites and Ceremony. The reformers Temperley refers to were the progressive 
members of the Church of England who, influenced greatly by the teachings of Luther and
 ^Puritan and Low-Church are not at all synonymous although some Low Churchmen held Puritanical views.
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Calvin (amongst others), argued for an extensive ‘purification’ of church practices to rid it of 
popery. The latter group (who were unified principally on the issue of anti-Catholicism, but 
equally divided on many others, including doctrinal and musical issues) was identified as 
Puritan. The former group (more unified by practice than theology) is often referred to as 
High Church, a term only in common use after the Restoration in 1660 when the allegiances 
to one or other wing of the Anglican Church were (due to England’s recent past) of political 
as well as religious significance. Since Queen Elizabeth I had ordered the maintenance of the 
musical foundations in cathedrals, these were naturally favoured and peopled by High 
Churchmen and congregations who saw the value of elaborate ceremony and sung offices. 
These were not exclusively the educated classes -segregations of churchmanship have never 
followed class divisions in any tidy manner -but their literacy and cultivated tastes probably 
gave them a more knowledgeable understanding of the artistic subtleties of the services. 
Puritans were to be found in parish churches (although not all of them). They were 
characteristically more zealous in their Christian pedagogy than High Churchmen, whose 
perceived laissez-faire attitudes they despised.
The two main branches of Puritanism, Pietistic Lutherism and Calvinism, had different views 
on the role of music at worship. Nothing makes this point clearer than the Puritan form of 
worship imposed upon the English by Cromwell’s government. Already in 1643, six years 
before the establishment of the commonwealth, the episcopacy was abolished. Cathedrals 
were therefore redundant. Cromwell’s soldiers later used them as lodgings, armament stores 
and hospitals. The destruction of organs (along with other church inventory thought to hint at 
popish tendencies) is a well known act of violation perpetrated in the name of Puritanism. To 
the Calvinists, organs and any form of ornamental music were a distraction to proper worship, 
and therefore an abomination. Had Cromwell’s Presbyterian theology been Lutheran in origin 
the outlook for Anglican church music history would undoubtedly have been very different.
As it was, there was a wanton destruction of musical instruments, music books (containing 
much important Anglican church music), and a prescribed style of music imposed on 
Anglican worship: the metric psalm, to be sung unison, without instrumental support.
Two years after the Restoration, in 1662, extremist Puritans were expelled from the Church of 
England. Less extreme Puritan clergymen (those willing to submit to the authority of the 
established Church, led by its reinstalled High Churchmen) could still be accommodated.
Thus there was still a continuing tradition of tolerance for a large range of churchmanship 
within the Anglican Church even if the extremes of the range (zealous Puritanism and quasi-
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Roman Catholicism) had been trimmed somewhat. Debates about styles of worship inside the 
Anglican Church were still conducted but they were done so in less absolutist terms.
Parish Church Music as a communal enterprise
Temperley points out that
Music played no part in the training of the clergy [until the century]. A minister, if 
he was a Puritan, had been taught that music was inessential and should in any case be 
congregational; if he was a high churchman, he would give no encouragement to 
something that was not part of the liturgy... So it was that clergy washed their hands of 
parish church music, and, with honourable exceptions, remained aloof from it until the 
Evangelical movement roused their consciences from a long slumber.
Temperley 1979, p. 88
Music for worship in parish churches was placed firmly in the hands of secular musicians. 
These musicians were ‘servants’ like their cathedral counterparts; they served the needs of the 
Anglican Church and were governed by certain traditional principles and practices that were 
the sine qua non of their calling. The Bible was a central source for texts and the liturgy the 
central drama that provided the framework for music. The same repertoire of music which 
provided models for Anglican music in the cathedrals was also available to provided models 
for parish church music; the underlying emphasis was on the clear setting of texts. Despite the 
elements which they had in common with cathedral musicians, parish church musicians did 
however operate under quite different circumstances. Most of the buildings parish church 
musicians operated in were clearly very unlike cathedral spaces; the peculiar acoustical 
properties of large cathedral churches applied to a much lesser extent to smaller churches with 
their wooden vaulting and other sound-absorbent furnishings. There was frequently little 
echo. This meant that faster-moving music could be accommodated without muddling the 
words and it was probably more effective. Pure a cappella choral pieces may have sounded 
insubstantial and even insignificant. Rehearsal time was very limited (the majority of 
participants were unpaid volunteers) and the human resources fairly limited too. These 
considerations necessarily shaped the music which was practical to perform. As stressed 
above, in another very important particular, the parish church musician’s stewardship of the 
music differed from that of his cathedral colleague: he ‘served’ a different earthly master. In 
the cathedral the musicians were directly accountable to the clergy. In the parish church the 
musicians were far more accountable to congregations than they were to clergy. In these 
circumstances it is easily understood why the Parish Church Tradition was far more 
susceptible to public fashion, including (within reason) fashions of secular culture.
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The provision of an organ, which would have to be paid for by public subscription or gifted 
by a patron with an active interest in the congregation, provides a good example of how a 
congregation, or key members of it, influenced directly the musical activities of its parish 
church. By buying an organ, orderliness could be imposed on a congregation. The organ 
caused a streamlining of congregational singing; melodies, when sung a cappella by 
congregations, were often subjected to local (or even personal) variations, producing results 
which were unedifying. With an organ accompaniment, congregations were forced into 
singing regularised versions of melodies, their rhythm and tempo disciplined. The installation 
of an organ meant the employment of an organist; a person with a degree of musical training; 
a musician too perhaps with more sophisticated ideals about the type of music which should 
be used for worship. In addition to its primary function of leading the congregational singing, 
an organ could provide a good accompaniment for a choir. A choir would inevitably deny the 
congregation its prerogative of singing throughout a service but this didn’t deter some 
congregations from actively providing themselves with a choir by sponsoring a charity 
children’s choir"^  whose singers were drawn from charity schools paid for by the congregation. 
Having installed an organ, an organist and a choir, the congregation more or less claimed their 
right to the performance of anthems.
The Parish Church Anthem
However fine the qualities of parish church music may have been before the Reformation 
(though they seem to have been so unimpressive in Morebath as to go unmentioned by 
Christopher Trichay) they could not be sustained for very long after it:
At the beginning of Elizabeth’s reign, much survived from older musical practice. But 
despite her own love of ceremony, and her express injunction to preserve the 
endowments for choral music, the surviving parish choirs and organs gradually 
disappeared.
Temperley 1979 p. 76
The period of the commonwealth, which occurred only forty-six years after the death of 
Queen Elizabeth, “left no original [church] music for us to study and evaluate” (ibid., p. 99). 
The Restoration provided, happily, the necessary confidence to encourage composers once 
again to compose for the church. The Chapel Royal witnessed a tremendous flowering of its
“The Society for the Promotion o f Christian Knowledge was founded in 1698 to campaign for the 
establishment of religious societies and charity schools. The schools existed to give free education to the poor o f  
the parish, but the inmates in their turn began to receive musical training in order to assist in parish worship” 
Wilson-Dickson 1997, p. 180.
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activities and re-established itself as a centre of musical excellence. But it was not only the 
King who was able to enjoy this; parish churches too were able to reap some benefit from its 
revival through the publication of music written specifically for their choirs by composers 
who took their inspiration from the Chapel Royal.
A typical example is the hymn-anthem^ Ascribe to God most solemn praise^ written around 
1705 by William Croft (1678-1725). Croft served his time as a parish church organist before 
succeeding his teacher, John Blow, both at the Chapel Royal and Westminster Abbey. Croft 
was in a good position therefore to know the capabilities of parish church resources and to 
know their tastes. He had attained an enviable Anglican church musician’s education, learning 
from one of the supreme masters of the Restoration Chapel Royal. Ascribe to God most 
solemn praise was written specifically for the parish church market^ and, although 
deliberately technically simpler to perform than much of the music for the Chapel Royal, in 
essentials it is of the same pedigree. Croft knew that the florid style enjoyed there would also 
be fashionable and attractive to many parish churches that ran to an organ and a choir. For 
Croft the music of the Chapel Royal probably represented an ideal of what Anglican church 
music should be; technically secure and capable of expressing serious solemnity or joyous 
liveliness. A degree of ftdvolity might occasionally be permitted and was certainly a popular 
and attractive element.
Ascribe to God has a bipartite structure; the first part given to a treble solo; the second, which 
is further divided into a three subsections, has a solo verse inserted between ritomello chorus 
sections. The chorus sections are scored for two upper parts and a bass. The anthem has an 
organ accompaniment with certain right-hand passages designated ‘solo’. This no doubt gave 
an opportunity to show off a comet or trumpet stop -the very type of stop a parish benefactor 
may have sponsored personally and therefore enjoyed it being featured in this way -and was 
perhaps an economic way to substitute for an instmmental obbligato.
The treble solo is endowed with ornaments and melisma which resemble the music of Croft’s 
teacher. Blow, and it was a style that Croft often employed in his church music.
The second section o f Ascribe to God is cast in 3/4 metre and has an unashamedly popular 
dance-like character with dotted 8*-notes followed by 16‘^ -notes. This music was clearly
 ^A  hymn-anthem is a hybrid form of anthem in which a well known psalm or hymn melody is elaborated and/or 
extended into an independent choral piece.
 ^It is given in frill as music example 24 in Volume 2 o f Temperley’s The Music o f  the English Parish Church 
1979.
 ^Temperley indicates that this and three other similar pieces by Croft were, in all probability, written for a parish 
church in London and they were given out by a parish organist, John Barker, specifically for the parish church 
market. See Temperley 1979, pp. 133-134.
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inspired by the text at this juncture: “Our cheerful, cheerful voices raise”. This is in striking 
contrast to the “solemn praise” of the first section (in 2/2) to which Croft responds by writing 
some serious-style imitative counterpoint. Whereas section one might be seen as a model of 
decorum -though probably too baroque in manner (i.e. ornamental) for Crotch’s taste (whose 
preference for ‘sublime’ style was discussed in chapter III) -the second section has a 
distinctly secular, contra-Crotch spirit.
Whilst the Cathedral Tradition had proved remarkably resilient to secular musical influence, 
and was to continue to do so in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the Chapel Royal was 
always susceptible to the musical tastes of the reigning monarch and this included their 
secular music tastes also. This was particularly evident during the reign of Charles II. At this 
time, in fact, the musical activities of the Chapel Royal were so exotie one might regard them 
as essentially falling outside the Anglican Church Music Tradition altogether and functioning 
as if an annexe to the French Court. Charles II had his liturgical musical tastes shaped by his 
exposure to the music of the French Court during his exile. Although Charles II maintained 
the Church of England, he was clearly more attracted to Catholicism (he converted to Rome 
shortly before his death and was denied a state funeral as a consequence). The result was that 
there was a distinct divide between the musical style of the Chapel Royal and that of the 
cathedral. Thomas Tudway (1650-1725), an important figure in the establishment of the 
Anglican Church Music Tradition through his compilation of six volumes of cathedral music, 
sought to distinguish, for example, Purcell’s morning service in D (TeDeum Mid Jubilate) 
which was written for the Chapel Royal “from the regular Anglican musical repertory” 
(Burrows 2005, p. 31). In 1720 Tudway^ wrote of them
such like pieces as these, are only proper in the Church, for great occasions of Publick
Thanksgivings; &c. These compositions therefore, are not Stricktly call’d Church
Music.
Burrows 2005, p. 31
The resources of a cathedral could not stretch to performances of music of these dimensions, 
involving solos and symphonies which called for a full orchestral accompaniment. It was only 
when the forces of Westminster Abbey were joined by the Chapel Royal (which could 
provide an orchestra) that even a cathedral-like church of Westminster Abbey’s prominence 
could perform such music. But even when these additional forces were provided, the ornate 
and theatrical style cultivated for the amusement of the king was fundamentally alien to the
As a previous chorister o f the Chapel Royal, composer and organist at King’s College, Cambridge, Tudway 
was in a good position to make such judgements.
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English cathedral.  ^Some of it was undoubtedly considered too entertaining. But Croft’s 
modest anthem Ascribe to God shows that lively, secular-inspired church music was indeed 
popular with the Parish Church Tradition and remained so for many years after the 
Restoration. What struck a particular chord in the parish church was the notion that church 
music could be subject to taste and was therefore capable of being influenced by popular 
opinion. It was not just subject to that brand of the Tradition-ideal that was more or less 
impenetrable to public pressure. This was a novel idea. Having no hierarchical constraints to 
contend with -as there were in the cathedrals -musical life in parish churches, both suburban 
and rural, relied much more heavily on the support of its congregations. It is clear that the 
more elaborate music produced for parish churches from the early 1770s for nearly a hundred 
years conformed “to the taste of their patrons” (Temperley 1979 p. 134) and exploited to the 
full the charity children’s choirs and organists who were, after all, paid for by congrégation- 
patrons.
There was vigour to be found in the production of music for the parish church which was 
engendered by this relative freedom the musicians enjoyed. Beside this vigour, the 
productions of music in cathedrals might have appeared lethargic, certainly (and deliberately) 
unfashionable. A spirit of individuality characterises the music of the parish church and there 
is no doubt that, at times, lines of musical propriety, meticulously maintained in the 
cathedrals, with indulgencies in showy, dancy and jolly music, were crossed in the parish 
churches.
Reform
The freewheeling musical practice of the Parish Church Tradition which began just after the 
Restoration was to meet its nemesis in various waves of religious reform. Reforms were 
clearly essential to the survival of the Anglican Church; public worship was in a state of 
collapse in the late Hanoverian period and action needed to be taken to secure the superiority 
of the Anglican Church in the light of the growing popularity of non-conformity in England. 
Music was not the primary cause of reform but it played its part in signifying the directions in 
which reforms were reshaping public worship.
By the late Victorian period it was impressed upon parish church musicians and congregations 
alike that music should be integral to the liturgy and not merely an accompaniment to it, or
 ^The Succentor o f St Paul’s Cathedral, London, from 1876-1885, W Sparrow Simpson, exerted a considerable 
musical influence there. During his succentorship “Much o f the music... o f Boyce and Arnold fell into disuse... 
as did the music of Greene, Wise, Blow and a good deal o f Purcell. Sparrow Simpson believed that much 
seventeenth and eighteenth-century repertoire was ill-suited to the large spaces of cathedrals” (Dibble 2007, pp. 
189-90)
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worse, an entertaining appendage; the idea that church music should provide some sort of 
diversion within a form of worship (a charge which could justifiably be levelled at the Chapel 
Royal’s elaborate spectacles) became anathema. Inevitably there had to be retrenchment and 
suppression. In order to make itself more respectable, parish church music was encouraged to 
become more cathedral-like. The success of the campaign (which was sustained over many 
decades, starting in the second quarter of the nineteenth century) or at least, the 
establishment’s assessment of its success, is clearly demonstrated by the choice of items and 
in the moral tone adopted in the preface of the publication The Church Anthem Book, 1933.
Its editors (W Davies and H G Ley) were able with palpable sincerity to promote the anthem 
at worship as “an offering... illustrating and impressing some truth on the minds of 
worshippers” (ed. Davies and Ley 1933, p. vi). The symbolic significance of the contents of 
The Church Anthem Book will be discussed more fully in chapter VIII.
Choir and Congregation
Religious reform nearly always affected the performance of public worship. Two issues 
closely tied up with the performance of public worship were therefore constantly revisited: the 
style of music used at public worship and the musical roles of the choir and the congregation 
in the liturgy. The Evangelical m ovem ent,for example, sought to wrest the monopolisation 
of singing away from choirs and give it back to congregations. In particular, they encouraged 
hymn singing. Hymns soon largely replaced metrical psalms when it was established (rather 
bizarrely) by recourse to law  ^^  that Hymns had exactly the same status as metrical psalms. 
Hymns allowed for an expansion of texts, formally drawn only from the Bible, and provided 
the Evangelists (notably Charles Wesley, Isaac Watts, William Cowper and John Newton) an 
outlet for their exploration of what was, for them, an essential dimension of faith: the 
emotionalism of Christian experience:
In [C Wesley’s] hymn, it is not too much to say, Christianity was first brought home to 
the minds and hearts of millions of uneducated people, who had previously known it 
only as a mysterious rite to which they were expected to conform.
Temperley 1979, p. 208
The tunes provided for these new texts needed to be simple and memorable if they were to be 
the “heartfelt and spontaneous act of worship by the people” (ibid., p. 209) that was
The dates o f the beginnings o f English Evangelism cannot be precisely stated, Evangelism being a movement 
comprising a collection of ideas from individuals. There was no single conscious campaign. But by the latter 
quarter o f the eighteenth century ‘Evangelism’ was a term that was understood to embrace distinctive theological 
and sociological philosophies. A authoritative account o f it is given in Mursell 2001, pp. 1-172 
" See Temperley 1979, p. 208.
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envisaged. Some were especially composed; others, which caused some consternation 
amongst conservatives for obvious reasons, were adapted from popular tunes (see Temperley 
1979 p. 210). Counter to the Evangelicals, High Churchmen disliked the insinuation of 
sentiment into worship and disliked both the texts and melodies of the new hymns They 
preferred and encouraged the use of older melodies. They used what influence they had to 
secure the performance of these in a plain and sober style. For the High Churchmen, the 
natural model for parish church music was to be found in the cathedrals, in which choirs were 
encouraged not only to sing the metrical psalms but chant parts of the service without the 
congregation. Unlike their Evangelical colleagues, the High Church clergy did not find 
congregational participation edifying to public worship.
By the first quarter of the nineteenth century a new enterprise was soon to give the choir 
contra congregation debate a new twist. The novel idea of ‘educating’ a congregation to sing 
competently opened a way to expect of them a higher degree of participation in the service 
than just participating in the lusty singing of hymns; they could be taught to chant parts of the 
liturgy. This meant that the congregation no longer sat “in silent attention to an act of worship 
made “as faultless as man can make it” ” (Rainbow 1970, p. 42). The quote within the quote is 
the expression of S S Wesley who didn’t warm to the idea of increased congregational 
participation in this way, preferring to reserve the task of liturgical musical performance for 
the choir alone. However, a group of determined men within the Anglican Church 
spearheaded a programme of musical education which provided an unprecedented level of 
musical competency within the Anglican Church. Ultimately and, perhaps a little ironically, 
this led to the huge growth of choral activity within the church which meant that even a 
modest church could muster a choir. A degree of respectability, irrespective of its musical 
skill, was given to a choir by robing it; this upgraded its status which was generally 
welcomed. It was a symbol that music was integral to worship, that choristers were musical 
ministers with a serious mission. The robed choir, a legatee of the church musical education 
programme under discussion, was a characteristic fixture of Anglican parish church worship 
right up until and beyond the Second World War.
One of the pioneers of this musical education programme was Thomas Helmore. Rainbow 
(1970) describes him as “A man of apparently inexhaustible energy... matched by his 
earnestness, strength of will, and powers of endurance” (p. 59). Helmore was an ordained
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priest who had been greatly influenced by the Oxford Movement. He was also a talented
musician and a particularly gifted choir trainer. He was appointed to St Mark’s College,
Chelsea, where he trained the students to sing daily choral services; the students were both
choir and congregation simultaneously:
Such an assembly of young persons required special care to maintain their attention 
and preserve their decorum during a service. With that service made choral, instead of 
having to join in the service silently... every individual was able to sing his part in a 
manner pleasing to himself and inoffensive to those around him.
Rainbow 1970, pp. 69-70
St Mark’s was a teacher training college, and its students were being trained to go to work in 
Church Schools. Among their duties was to teach singing. To this end all the students 
received, in addition to their choir sessions with Helmore, vocal training from one of 
England’s most notable vocal pedagogues, John Hullah. The students were thus part of an 
initiative to improve musical education nationally. Helmore intended his students to be 
capable of helping local clergymen with their parish music in addition to their schoolteaching 
duties. He envisaged his students setting up choirs and encouraging better congregational 
singing.
Musically, Helmore was conservative. He was particularly attracted to sixteenth century 
polyphony. Helmore had read Crotch diligently and agreed with Crotch’s categorisations of 
musical style. Helmore’s importance in the history of Anglican Church music is twofold. 
Firstly, his work to provide schools and churches with the resource of a trained 
singer/musician was one which contributed immensely towards the establishment of a choral 
tradition in parish churches. Secondly, it is Helmore who provides an important link (though 
not one common to all Tractarians) between Tractarianism and ‘Sublime Style’.
The Tractarians generally had little direct interest in music but they were influenced greatly 
by the Romantic Movement which was inspired by a reawakening of interest in medieval 
history. The same spirit of Romanticism fired a love o f ‘Sublime Style’, so a close association 
between Tractarianism and ‘Sublime Music’ was quite natural, even if not universally 
favourable. Helmore (repeating the sentiments of Crotch) lamented what he saw as secular 
musical style infiltrating the liturgy and argued that “there does exist a style of music adapted 
in all respects to Church purposes, essentially different from that of the oratorio, the opera, the 
theatre, the concert room, or the military parade” (Helmore 1851/Orford 2007, p. 25).
It would be misleading to regard the followers of the Oxford Movement as being united on all points o f  
liturgical practice. They were united by theological philosophy which, however, gave scope for divergence in the 
enactment o f ceremony.
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Helmore was referring to Gregorian chant. It was always Helmore’s ambition that not only 
choirs, but the whole congregation should chant sections of the service, in unison (but with 
organ support if absolutely necessary), using Gregorian chant. Helmore had some success in 
his ‘mission’. He produced several publications designed for the purpose. In 1850, Helmore’s 
A Manual o f Plainsong was published which contained, amongst other items, the complete 
Book o f Psalms and all the morning and evening Canticles set to Gregorian chants. Helmore’s 
was not the only Plainchant manual available but it was by far the most popular and long- 
lived. It was in fact this publication (in a newer edition) which Britten had issued to him in 
1930 on entering Gresham’s School, Holt, as Plainchant was used at the School’s chapel 
services. Britten’s encounter with Plainchant and the use he made of it is discussed later in 
chapter Villa.
Genuine congregational music: the hymn tune
Not all Tractarians were sympathetic to Plainchant. Whilst the solemn ceremony of Tractarian 
worship and Plainchant might be thought a good match, there were Tractarian musicians who 
found the rich colours and elaborate drama of the liturgy’  ^better served by the rich colours of 
chromatic music and the dramatic impact of imaginatively registered organ accompaniments. 
Whilst Helmore and his followers were extolling the merits of Plainchant, another group of 
Tractarians were planning the production of a new hymnbook which would answer a national 
need and rationalise the glut of regional and even parochial productions found within the 
Church of England. Hymns Ancient and Modem was first published in 1860 and was to have 
no serious rivals as the dominant Church of England hymnbook until the publication in 1906 
of The English Hymnal. It was to have an enormous impact on Anglican worship right up 
until the watershed year of 1955 (which as mentioned above, will be discussed in detail in 
chapter VI):
A hymnbook of sound content, with its words and music carefully edited was 
obviously going to be necessary for use of the Church of England at large, and it was 
here that the Oxford Movement swept the board.
Orford 2007, p.28
Hymns Ancient and Modern contained many new hymn tunes written in the prevailing High 
Victorian style. Composers did not shy away from a style of music which exploited chromatic
Not all Tractarian clergy favoured services offering rich colours and elaborate drama. It was a group of 
Tractarian clergy labelled Ritualists who wished “to demonstrate sacramental doctrine through the elaboration o f  
ecclesiastical ceremonial” (Chandler 2003, p. 107).
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effects which had great popular appeal. Helmore (who from 1846 was elevated to the position 
of Master of the Children of the Chapel Royal) was a passionate critic of modem hymns:
To me most modem hymn tunes are... nauseous; and there are others I utterly abhor, as 
being so tainted with the natural expression of frivolous, or even cormpt associations, 
that in their very essence they are wholly unsuitable for divine worship.
Helmore 1877/Rainbow 1970, p.300
Here, yet again, is the familiar wrangle conducted between conservatives and progressives; 
between those whose ideals for church music amounted to a ‘Sublime Style’ in one or other 
manifestation and those who saw no merit in isolating themselves from contemporary musical 
developments nor, for that matter, from popular appeal. No doubt it was the importance of 
what was at stake -no less than the continuing existence of a single Tradition -that kept (and 
keeps) the debate going. There were strong arguments on both sides: the conservative side of 
the argument might seem essential to the establishment and preservation of a Tradition-ideal, 
without which nothing of lasting value can be passed on to fixture generations; the progressive 
side could counter that the Anglican Church has a mission to promulgate Christian theology 
and must therefore exploit contemporary methods of communication which appealed more 
directly to the ‘ordinary citizen’. The Tractarians themselves exemplify the argument; it was 
through the upsurge of interest in Romanticism, a contemporary, fashionable trend (and not 
always altogether untainted by unhealthy and faddish eccentricities) that inspired an 
excavation and investigation of the church’s (Romantic) past which provided the foundations 
of the Oxford Movement.
As has been observed, Tractarians were not automatically conservative in their musical tastes; 
it was perfectly feasible for many Tractarian clergy to subscribe to early Christian doctrines 
and yet promote contemporary music. Equally, some could fall under the spell of ancient 
Gregorian chant. Tractarian sympathy, in any case, could certainly not act as a guarantee of 
good taste.
It should come as no surprise that liturgical and musical practice within the Anglican Church 
is perpetually bounced to and fro as the relative merits between historic and modem ideals are 
tried and tested in a perpetual round of seeking out how spirituality can best be celebrated 
publicly.
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In his summary to his chapter covering the period under discussion, Temperley concludes that
the rivalries between high- [Tractarians] and low-church [Evangelicals] parties... are 
seen as a side issue in the parish church music of the Victorian period. Instead, the 
most significant changes were of a kind that neither Evangelicals nor Tractarians had 
sought. They amounted to a victory for the forces of ‘reform’ over an older tradition of 
popular psalmody.
Temperley 1979, p. 314
Reform, Temperley explains, means that congregations were brought into line, led in their 
singing of hymns (ancient and modem) to the accompaniment of the organ which discouraged 
rhythmic and melodic variants and taught them a standardised version authenticated in print. 
Choirs settled into their role as leaders of the congregational music and participants in the 
liturgy. They were no longer an ‘attraction’; they were musical ministers.
Temperley is a keen advocate for the Victorian hymn tune “which brought together all parties 
of the Church and gave congregations a genuine and appropriate part to play in a joint 
performance with choir and organ” (ibid., p. 314). He goes on to observe that the best of them 
have survived ferocious criticism. It has been noted how at certain times and in varying 
degrees, the highest ‘ideal’ for the Anglican Church Music Tradition was seen as the one 
presented in Anglican cathedrals. It would seem that there was a one-way flow of influence, 
from the cathedral towards the parish church. But in the matter of hymn singing however, the 
influence flowed in the opposite direction. The hymns that are sung at Choral Evensong and 
at other celebrations are there in imitation of parish church practice; a rare concession to 
democratic participation.
Helmore’s strong reaction against Victorian hymn tunes has already been cited. His critical 
stance was not uncommon. Vaughan Williams ventured a step further; for him the difference 
between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ hymn tunes was a matter of morals. The moral dimension of music 
had been revived and much debated in Victorian England and was seen as particularly 
relevant to the discussion of the style of church music. Amongst the most influential theses of 
the time was H R Haweis’s Music and Morals. Appearing first in 1871 (coincidently, a year 
before Vaughan Williams was bom) it was still in print in the 1930s. Haweis, a cleric himself, 
produced a book that was, according to one informed commentator “fundamentally sensible 
and coherent” and his “position on musical morality depends on his theories about the nature 
and behaviour of the emotions” (Gatens 1986, p. 34). Vaughan Williams’ attitude to the moral 
dimension of music can be traced to the aesthetic proposals laid out in Haweis’s thesis, if not 
actually to the 1871 book. As musical editor of The English Hymnal (1906) he was in a
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position to sanction the Victorian tunes of which he approved by including them in The 
English Hymnal (or give a reason why they could not be included^"^). The rest he regarded as 
“positively harmful to those who sing and hear them” (Ed. Dearmer and Vaughan Williams 
1906/1933, p. viii). In his preface (‘The Music’) to The English Hymnal, Vaughan Williams 
suggested that to choose a fine hymn tune (i.e. any of those found in The English Hymnal) in 
favour of a bad one (i.e. those not found in The English Hymnal but made popular in Hymns 
Ancient and Modern) was
a moral rather than a musical issue. No doubt it requires a certain effort to tune oneself 
to the moral atmosphere implied by a fine melody; and it is far easier to dwell in the 
miasma of the languishing and sentimental hymn tunes which so often disfigure our 
services. Such poverty of heart may not be uncommon, but at least it should not be 
encouraged by those who direct the services of the Church; it ought no longer to be 
true anywhere that the most exulted moments of a church-goer’s week are associated 
with music that would not be tolerated in any place of secular entertainment.
Ed. Dearmer and Vaughan Williams 1906/1933, p. ix
It is quite clear that Vaughan Williams, Percy Dearmer -the general editor o f The English 
Hymnal -and the other High Churchmen involved in its production, hoped to re-educate 
congregations, teach them to know the difference between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ music. This was 
not to be achieved by training musicians to serve the church as Helmore had done, but by 
printing music and texts that bore the imprint of what the editors judged to be good. It was an 
attempt at another type of reform; a reform of taste.
Vaughan Williams’ view of music as potentially moral or immoral is, on the face of it, a 
reasonable topic for the musical preface of a new hymn book, especially one that has so clear 
a reforming purpose. It remains, however, a highly problematic view, as Anthony Harvey’s 
chapter ‘A Moral Issue?’ in Strengthen for Service^^ (2005) clearly demonstrates. Harvey 
attempts to exemplify the concept with a comparative analysis of two tunes: Monk’s St Philip 
and a chorale by Criiger, named Heiliger Geist. The tunes serve the same verses. The latter 
baroque tune is the one Vaughan Williams chose for The English Hymnal to replace the 
Victorian tune found to the words in previous hymnals. Harvey finds the modulation in the 
second bar of Criiger’s chorale “takes one by surprise” and that “the inner parts move 
independently of the theme and create suspensions which... keep the listener in a state of 
emotional and psychological arousal”. In contrast. Monk’s tune lacks “any harmonic tension
For example, Dykes’ Dominus regit me (which Vaughan Williams describes as ‘beautiful’), and Stainer’s In 
Memorium had to be excluded for copyright reasons.
Strengthen fo r  Service (ed. Luff 2005) is a collection o f essays written to celebrate the centenary o f the 
publication o f The English Hymnal.
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in this simple rhythmic structure [and] might well rile the Protestant soul that feels 
instinctively that hymn singing should have something invigorating about it” (p. 158). Why 
‘being taken by surprise’ or ‘being kept in a state of emotional and psychological arousal’ is 
more moral than ‘a lack of harmonic tension’ (presupposing that Harvey’s analysis is sound) 
is not explained by Harvey. All he does is simply repeat Vaughan Williams’ terms 
‘enervating’ and ‘vigorous’ (which don’t in themselves bear any moral dimension either) and 
supposes that “to someone of Vaughan Williams’ background and upbringing” these terms 
may evoke moral values (p. 158).
Of equal interest and in its way, no less provocative, is Vaughan Williams’ sentence “it ought 
no longer to be true anywhere that the most exulted moments of a church-goer’s week are 
associated with music that would not be tolerated in any place of secular entertainment.” (Ed. 
Dearmer and Vaughan Williams 1903/1933, p. ix). This sentence could be read (and perhaps 
was intend to be read) as a call upon church musicians to measure their musical standards -  
compositional as well as performing -with those of ‘secular entertainments’, by the standards 
of the concert hall, the opera house and the recital room. This was a fundamentally different 
message to the one normally issued by church musicians who were usually keen to stress that 
the worlds of church music and secular music (entertaining or not) had nothing to do with 
each other and that the standards of church music were independent of standards in the secular 
realm. Vaughan Williams’ statement recommends a shift away from a gebrauchsmusik 
aesthetic which allowed that certain pieces of music might function well as liturgical music 
but were of little merit as autonomous art-objects. This call for a less cloistered attitude to 
church music was one that some Anglican church musicians would have echoed, Wesley and 
Stanford among them. Some composers who wrote for the Anglican Church but were not 
church musicians would -and also did by the music they composed -also endorse it; Britten 
being an example. It could never be said to have been a defining Tradition-ideal of the 
Cathedral Tradition, however. Had Vaughan Williams’ idea been adopted as an ideal at the 
time, the Anglican church music repertoire would look very different. It may even have 
prevented -delayed at least -the crisis which occurred in 1955 when a radical challenge to the 
Tradition was presented in the form of introducing a style of music into the church which had 
hitherto belonged to the dance hall or cinema. That challenge -which is discussed in chapter 
VI -was clearly a reaction against the conservatism which reforms had successfully imposed 
on church music composers. Vaughan Williams’ reform was significantly different from 
Helmore’s -although both shared a detestation of Victorian sentimentality. Helmore would 
only have been content if the distinctions between secular and sacred music had been more
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rigorously applied; Vaughan Williams wanted church music to elevate the human soul, 
something he believed was not possible if the music of the church was too introspective. In 
the event, reforms allowed introspection to win out. Rejection of Victorian sentimentality was 
certainly achieved but the Parish Church Tradition additionally lost most of its earlier willing 
embrace of secular influence. This can, as already pointed out, be seen very clearly in the 
publication. The Church Anthem Book. When the Parish Church Tradition allowed reform to 
suppress its historic tendency to follow fashion it pursued a course which isolated parish 
church music from trends in contemporary music. By doing this it became less attractive for 
non-church composers to compose for it; the repertoire lacks significant contributions from 
Bliss, Bridge, Grainger, Quilter, Scott and Warlock -to  name only a few composers who were 
well known on the English scene at the time of the retrenchment. In addition it broke, 
completely, the only surviving living link to the Tradition of the Chapel Royal which enjoyed 
a style of liturgical music quite anathema to the cathedral but which, as we have seen, was 
enjoyed in the parish church. This link was perhaps not very strong but it could still be felt in 
the anthems of Croft, for example, which were still popular in the middle of the nineteenth 
century^^ and even, to an extent, in the early anthems of S S Wesley (see chapter III). The 
Parish Church Tradition was not literally composer-less but composers writing specifically 
Parish Church music are difficult to identify because their music looks like and sounds like 
cathedral music -and it was intended to. It is only with the appearance of Britten that it is 
possible to claim that the Parish Church Tradition possessed, once again, a composer of major 
significance writing music specifically for it. Britten’s liturgical music, it could also be 
argued, reconnected parish church music with the Tradition of the Chapel Royal. These are 
issues which are pursued in later chapters.
The preceding account of parish church music has a definite urban bias, with defining 
moments of history, particularly from the 1800s onwards, centring on London and Oxford or 
involving clergy serving mainly town or city congregations. A town or city offers 
employment opportunities to musicians (and clergy) which rural areas cannot offer. Because a 
large number of people live geographically close together it offers opportunities to assemble 
large bodies of people easily in order to sing together. It also offers the opportunity to gather 
large congregations with a concomitantly healthy economy capable of financing the hiring of 
musicians to organise choral singing and to accompany it. These and other demographic
The Musical Times included music by Croft in its church music supplements issued between 1844-53. Also 
included were choral pieces by Haydn, Mozart and Beethoven. See Temperley 1979 p. 286.
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features all contributed to a dynamic which practically guaranteed lively musical activity in 
the urban parish church.
Rural churches were not, however, rendered silent, despite having fewer musical resources to 
call upon and less money to pay for them than their urban counterparts. The irrepressible need 
to give musical expression to praise in worship, to give voice to the human experiences of joy 
and sorrow was as natural to rural congregations as it was to urban ones, no matter how 
remote from the hubbub of densely populated centres they were or how small their 
communities. This irrepressible urge became the ‘mother of invention’ and a species of rural 
church music, notable for its inventive and adaptive use of instruments, instrumentalists and 
voices, developed into its own, separate, though closely related. Tradition. Quite apart from 
its importance to the general history of the Anglican Church Music Tradition -and therefore 
the importance of including an account of it in this study -an understanding of the Rural 
Tradition is necessary to provide a context for one of Britten’s most singular liturgical music 
works. Psalm 150 (1962) which is fully examined in chapter Va.
Without an understanding of the Rural Tradition it is difficult to view Britten’s Psalm 750 as 
a piece of liturgical music at all. One can quite confidently confirm that it has clearly nothing 
to do with the Cathedral Tradition; the exposition set out in chapter III offers no compatible 
context at all. Some of the features of the Parish Church Tradition set out in the current 
chapter offer more compatibility, yet Britten’s robust setting might be said to lack ‘urbanity’. 
In other words, the context for Britten’s Psalm 150 lies somewhat beyond the urban Parish 
Church Tradition too.
The critic should not be satisfied with viewing Britten’s Psalm 150 solely within the contexts 
of children’s music and/or amateur music; it was composed to be performed as part of an act 
of worship, not simply as a piece for children to perform. Elliott is prepared only to concede 
to it being “ostensibly a piece of church music” (2006, p.90) whilst Allen (1999, p. 288) 
totally ignores its original liturgical function. Neither commentator suggests in what way, if 
any, Britten’s Psalm 150 may be said to belong within the Anglican Tradition. In fact, no 
critic has hitherto provided any such explanation.
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V The Rural Tradition: a context for and Britten’s Psalm 150
It would be unhelpful to regard The Rural Church Tradition as a totally separate phenomenon 
from the Parish Church Tradition. Not all rural musical activities were in the hands of local, 
home-taught amateurs; some were led by a trained musician, an itinerant music teacher 
perhaps. One such was Michael Beesly (fl 1740), who published a collection of parish church 
music in 1746. His collection contains fuguing tunes, the composition of which calls for a 
degree of musical training. Beesly would almost certainly have received this training from a 
city (maybe even as a chorister -the details of his life remain obscure). This automatically 
provided a link to a joint repertoire of music which was not exclusive to rural churches. 
However, some music was written and printed specifically and perhaps exclusively for the 
Rural Tradition which reflected its musical resources more directly than some town parish 
publications, particularly in the provision of music not requiring an organ or charity children’s 
choir. The specific musical genre associated with the Rural Tradition is Psalmody, a species 
of anthem which developed from metric psalms and which was essentially an elaboration 
(which may include sections for solo voices or duets and an instrumental interlude as well as 
sections for a choir) of them:
The congregational singing of metrical psalms in the parish churches had become so 
apathetic and unrhythmical by the late seventeenth century that the amateur choirs 
were formed to improve standards and revitalize worship. This produced unforeseen 
results, for the choir eventually silenced the congregations... [they] began to perform 
polyphonic psalm settings...
Drage and Holman 1996, p.5
Although the style of this music is distinctly different from the music cultivated at the 
cathedral, Henry Playford’s Divine Companion of 1701, a publication designed for rural 
church musicians, contains nonetheless “19 anthems... the work of some of the most 
accomplished professional musicians of the day, mostly cathedral musicians” (Ed. Sadie 
1980, vol. 15 p. 340). Despite clear distinctions there were, however, clear musical stylistic 
affinities between the town parish church music (which had also a repertoire of Psalmody) 
and the rural parish church.^ Sources other than those exclusively produced for rural church 
musicians were clearly used since leaders and performers had to obtain much of their basic
* Temperley (1980, p. 343) wished to emphasise the difference between town and country Psalmody. Although 
both types developed from metric hymns, town Psalmody was predominantly designed to display the virtues o f  
the charity children or other choirs and the organ, where such was available. Rural (or Country) Psalmody was a 
far more communal affair, not relying or displaying the skills o f a choir and never involving the organ which was 
considered the enemy o f rural church bands and, ultimately, that particular species o f Psalmody.
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musical material from some written source or other and, to some extent at least, relied upon 
the same musical collections as parish churches^ -although any notion of emulating cathedral 
style was totally alien. The essential differences between the music of town and city parish 
churches and rural parish churches were the manner of its performance and performers, and 
the nature of the sociability of the Rural Tradition. The novelist Thomas Hardy was surely 
right when he observed (in 1912) that the installation of a single performer (organist or 
harmonium player) had stultified “the professed claims of the clergy, its direct result being to 
curtail and extinguish the interest of parishioners in church doings” (1978, p.33).
The Rural Parish Church Musical Tradition reached its height around the period 1770 to 1830 
(Hardy writing in 1896, referred to west-gallery musicians and “the ways, and customs which 
were common among such bodies in the villages of fifty or sixty years ago” (ibid.)) but 
lingered just long enough^ for Hardy to hear of its activities, to know the character of the local 
men and women involved and to record them in his novel Under the Greenwood Tree, which 
was published in 1872.
In 1847, Thomas Webster captured the Rural Tradition in a different medium in his painting A 
Village Choir (see ex. V.l). The painting was inspired by “The Sketch Book by Washington 
Irving (1783-1859)” (website www.vandaprints.) The artist actually identified some of the 
people in the painting which is thought to depict either the choir of Webster’s own local 
church in Cranbrook, or Bow Brickhill; both are in Kent. It is from sources like Hardy and 
Webster that the strongest impressions of the spirit of the Rural Parish Musical Tradition are 
gained, for as Peter Holman observes “There is still much that is unclear to us about the 
performance practice of Psalmody” (Drage and Holman 1996, p.4). However, a certain 
amount of music and documentary information (lists of participants, collections of 
instrumental and music-books etc.) provide the bare facts about numbers of people involved, 
voice types, the instruments employed and the style of music in written form. From these, it 
can certainly be postulated that, above all, the Rural Parish Church Musical Tradition thrived 
on the spirit of pragmatism. Any notion of an ‘ideal’ balance or blend within the choir was 
jettisoned. Any notion of ‘ideal’ balance or blend within the accompanying band, or between 
it and the choir, was also rejected. Taking part was the primary consideration; inclusion was
 ^Thomas Hardy recounted in 1869 that rural church performers used music copies upon staves “mostly ruled by 
themselves” that “in those days [around 1800] was all in their own manuscript, copied in the evenings after 
work, and their music-books were home-bound” (1978, p. 34).
 ^Mellstock choir, the fictional choir around which events o f Hardy’s Under the Greenwood Tree revolve, was 
based on Stinsford church choir (Dorset) in which members o f Hardy’s family sang and played, “although 
Stinsford choir came to an end when Hardy was one year old [1841], he was more or less brought up in its 
ambience” (Wright 1978, p. 16).
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the true ideal. Hardy’s fictional Mellstock church band consisted only strings; ‘fiddles’ and 
cello’, but members of the Mellstock band refer to other bands where clarinets and serpents 
were played, although they did not approve of this innovation. Webster’s painting shows a 
mixture of wind and string instruments: a clarinettist, playing fi*om the same music-book that 
four male singers sing fi*om, and a cellist and bassoonist clearly double a bass line. This is a 
somewhat thin arrangement, lacking in middle voices, but probably not untypical. What 
Webster’s picture captures too is the community spirit of the occasion. County gentlemen, 
smartly turned out, join a man who appears in a worker’s smock. The clarinettist has 
tentatively been identified as the local blacksmith. Children (girls and boys kept separate) join 
the adults too -they can obviously read (an accomplishment which is due in all probability to 
the educational programme which came under the auspices of the Anglican Church) since 
they are attending to their books.
The Rural Psalmody repertoire contains examples written by the practitioners themselves.
This is notable for its unorthodox approach to harmony and counterpoint and for its rugged, 
open-hearted liveliness. Drage and Holman (1996) write that “Country Psalmody has 
routinely been condemned by academics for its ‘incorrect’ dissonances and voice-leading but, 
in fact, many of these features were survivals of Renaissance musical practice” (p. 6). Hardy 
wrote in 1896 of “Some of these compositions which now lie before me, with their repetitions 
of lines, half-lines, and half-words, their fiigues and their intermediate symphonies, are good 
singing still, though they would hardly be admitted into such hymn-books as are popular in 
the churches of fashionable society at the present time” (1978, p. 34). The Rural Tradition, 
with its admirable vigour and spirit of independence was, in the context of the Anglican 
Church Music Tradition, short-lived. The encroachment of industrial towns and cities led to 
the decline of the Rural Parish Church Tradition from around 1830 (see Temperley 1979, pp. 
141-203). Church bands (which had their origins in the early 1700s) were disbanded or died 
out at this time and harmoniums or pipe-organs, played by a single musician, were brought in 
to accompany congregational singing.^ Some rural churches attempted to emulate town parish 
churches. They retained their choirs, or set out to establish one, and trained them more 
rigorously than previously. On occasion, some rural churches were so keen to urbanise their 
choirs that they even robed them in the manner of High Church town churches.
With the current dearth o f organists, a modem version o f the rural band is sometimes employed to lead 
congregational singing. Today’s bands tend towards use o f piano (or keyboard), guitar, saxophone and drums.
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Hardy lamented the demise of the church band and choir which, he recognised, were 
“concerned in trying their best to make it an artistic outcome of the combined musical taste of 
the congregation ...an important union of interests has disappeared” (1912/1978, p. 33).
This offshoot of the Parish Tradition was more weakly affected by the gravitational pull of the 
Anglican Church Music Tradition-ideal than either the Parish Tradition or the Cathedral 
Tradition, but its tendency towards retention of old-fashioned musical style (fugues and 
metric psalms, for example) and its direct simplicity are typical traits of the Tradition which 
even here can be identified. The influence that the Rural Tradition had on Cathedral or Parish 
Church Tradition was negligible.
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Va Britten’s Psalm 150: a ‘tribute’ to the Rural Tradition
Chapter V describes a branch of the Anglican Church Music Tradition which has proved 
impossible to preserve. Recordings (for Hyperion) from 1996 and 2002 made by the vocal 
group Psalmody and The Parley of Instruments directed by Peter Holman, performing from 
scores edited by Holman and Sally Drage and Clifford Bartlett, offer well polished versions of 
compositions from that Tradition; but these must surely present the music in a far more 
favourable light than the usual performance of the time could have afforded. For all their 
value as musical documents, a vital layer of the spirit of the original, authentic performances 
is clearly absent -and from the point of view of the commercial success of the recording, 
necessarily so. There is nothing ‘make-do’ about Holman’s performances: no bassoonists 
leave out certain notes in passages of technically difficulty; no accordionists occasionally play 
a wrong chord; there is no out-of-tune or out-of-time singing which one would imagine to be 
a flaw that a congregation would have been wont to accept as part and parcel of the 
performance style under the circumstances.
Lacking any authentic audible sources, one has (apart from the information the scores 
themselves might convey about the actual spirit of performances) to fall back on authentic 
visual representation. Sometimes the spirit of a musical performance can be deduced from 
this.
If, for example, the performance depicted in Webster’s A Village Choir -mentioned in chapter 
V (ex. V.l) -were audible, it would undoubtedly sound a little rough-and-ready, possessing 
that ‘make-do’ quality which Holman’s recording so wisely avoids. Participation was, as 
Hardy stressed, more important than perfection. There would be no refinement in the blend of 
voice and instruments. This spirit of participation and the ‘take-what-comes’ attitude to blend 
is exactly recaptured in one of Britten’s smaller works. Psalm 150 for two-part Children’s 
Voices and Instruments from 1962. The piece should rightly be regarded as a liturgical work; 
it was both written for and first performed as part of an Anglican act of worship. Yet, viewing 
the work from the perspective of Traditional Anglican church music would, on the face of it, 
appear problematic. It clearly bears no resemblance to cathedral music and it hardly belongs 
in the Parish Church Tradition either. (It is usually categorised as one of Britten’s Children’s 
music works -for it is composed for performance by children.) But when viewed as a piece of 
Rural Parish Church Music, Psalmody almost, Britten’s Psalm 150 falls into place. The 
essential quality of community, of embracing what Hardy called the “important union of
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interests”, is embedded in Britten’s Psalm 150. Britten abandoned, for once, his fastidious 
approach to scoring. Whilst it is true that Britten suggested alternatives to certain instruments 
in certain pieces (a piano may accompany instead of the harp in Ceremony o f Carols (1942); a 
harmonium is sanctioned as an alternative accompanying instrument for the boys voices in 
War Requiem (1962); either a chamber or electronic organ may be used in Children’s 
Crusade (1969)), he was more reluctant to compromise in matters of scoring. The exchange 
of letters between Britten and Ernst Roth of Boosey & Hawkes -reproduced in ed. Reed and 
Cooke 2010, pp. 55-60 -and the commentary supplied by the editors concerning possible 
alternatives to the original scoring of Noye’s Fludde (1958), testify to this. In Psalm 150, 
Britten appears willing to embrace the possibility of a range of alternative scorings, 
jettisoning absolute precision in favour of pragmatism and programming into his score a 
species of precise impreciseness. A set of various alternatives often secure a calculable result; 
a total abandonment of calculation in the resulting sound-world would have been anathema to 
Britten’s creative character. As most composers of music designed to be played by rural 
church bands would have had to, Britten recognised that local circumstances must determine 
the performing forces. Britten’s preface to the score (1963) states:
The instrumentation of this work is largely left to the choice of the conductor,
according to the availability of the instrumentalists.
What are essential are
1) a treble instrument -Recorder, Flute Oboe Clarinet Violin etc,
2) some sort of drum -Timpani (in C & G), side Drum, Tenor Drum, Bass 
Drum, etc.
3) a keyboard instrument..
The more instruments there are, the merrier
The score was designed to benefit from various alternatives being employed in its 
performance.
Britten’s Psalm 150 received its first performance as the anthem at the centenary celebration 
service for Old Buckenham Hall School held in St Mary’s, Thorpe Morieux Church in 1962. 
At that time, perhaps rather appropriately, given what might be thought of as Britten’s 
‘tribute’ to the Rural Tradition, the church did not posses an organ.^ By 1962 the issues of 
“pop” music in church (which will be discussed in the following chapter) had been a topic of 
debate for a number of years. The sight and sound of children banging drums, clashing
’ A local church guide for St Mary’s, Thorpe Morieux supplies this information.
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cymbals or playing the mouth-organ^ in church at a service was probably not as novel as it 
might appear in retrospect, at least not at a service in which children took part. As far as we 
know, Britten was not involved in any way with church music politics or debates about the 
appropriateness of diverse musical idioms as liturgical music. Yet, Psalm 150 is as relevant to 
that debate as any hymn tune composed by Beaumont or Appleford, who were central to that 
debate. The overtly popular dance section of Psalm 150 (section 2) and the instruction to 
shout at the climax of the work in bar 163 (also in section 2) were clearly gestures marking a 
distance from traditional Anglican music and have something at least in common with the 
ideals of the 20^  ^Century Light Music Group.^ Britten would no doubt have detested the 
musical amateurism and the ineptitude of the word-setting. Musical accents frequently 
emphasise non-accented syllables, a risible result of the group’s attempts to revitalize 
congregational singing by the introduction of popular tunes. But Britten would not necessarily 
have been unsympathetic to the eclecticism of musical styles brought to the service of musical 
expression in church per se. In the ever expanding cause of the part-secularisation of Anglican 
church music Britten was, on occasion, a leading player and a champion of this brand of 
musical democracy. It is doubtful whether Britten regarded his secularising influence on 
church music as being in pursuit of a ‘cause’; there was no calculating political dimension to 
his choice of musical idiom. If Britten’s liturgical music (as opposed to some of his music 
exploring issues of Christianity and religion in its wider sense) strikes a subversive note, it 
was more the product of his musical imagination than a determined assault upon the 
institution of the Church. Britten’s respect for and reliance on tradition (an issue already 
touched upon in chapter II and further developed in chapters Villa, IX and X) was too 
profound and necessary for him for him to attack it in this way.
Britten’s Psalm 150 is divided into four discrete sections: between sections two and three and 
three and four there are transitional passages. All of the sections, except the last, are 
differentiated by key and metre and by tempo or mood too. The last sections contain the same 
material as the first, clearly referencing the text “As it was in the beginning”. The structure as 
a whole is a tightly organised scheme, typical of Britten, with the tonic area of each of the 
four sections forming an F major triad: ex.Va.l.
 ^Britten records on page 11 o f the score of Psalm 150 that, since a trumpeter was not on hand to play the 
passages assigned to the instrument in section B, “At the first performance a boy played these passages most 
effectively on a mouth-organ”.
 ^The 20* Century Light Music Group was a group of composers and authors formed in the second half o f the 
1950s who were dedicated to providing (mainly Anglican) churches with alternative, light music hymns, songs 
and service settings. See Routley 1964, pp.151-175 and Beeson 2009, p. 216.
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The framing sections differ thematically: the first presents two themes, alternately a-b-a-b-a; 
the last, substantially shorter, only theme a. Section three is monothematic whilst section two 
has a basic theme for the singers (at first comprising an antecedent and consequent pair of 
sub-phrases) which is subjected to continuous inventive variation involving retrograde, 
inversion and interversion; only the two final phrases are repeated exactly. Thus, whilst the 
impression is of a spontaneous lightweight melody, it is actually a sophisticated construction 
which cleverly avoids repetition. One of the variants of the basic theme, occurring in bars 
146-149, is particularly individual in colour. This is because it is the only one to employ 
chromatic tones, using the Hungarian scale. Instrumental phrases between vocal phrases add 
musical commentary to the text in this section in a manner characteristic of Britten’s literal 
response:
Praise Him in the sound of the Trumpet -fanfare figure (trumpet)
Praise Him upon the Lute and Harp -open string pizzicato (violins)
Praise Him in the Cymbals and Dances -Bolero rhythm (castanets)
Praise Him upon the Strings and Pipe -country dance-like theme (recorders)
A particular characteristic of Britten’s music, his predilection for pedals,"  ^is very evident in 
Psalm 150. In the first C major section, 78 of its 131 bars (60%) have the tonic C in the bass. 
The remaining 53 bars have the dominant G. Such a basic prolongation is neatly balanced 
both by the move to two new tonal areas in the following two sections, F major and A major, 
and by the avoidance of doubling either the tonic or dominant triad of the work’s home key, C 
major, in the structural triad. In the second F major section, 27 of its 35 bars (77%) have the 
tonic F in the bass. At bar 146 the bass moves up to A and is prolonged for four consecutive 
bars. This brief excursion to A anticipates the tonal area of the following section and, as if to 
underline this special function, it is here that Britten gives the foreground melody a particular 
vividness with the chromatic colouring mentioned above. The third section is ostensibly in A 
major but, as is often the case with Britten, even with the presence of clear diatonic melodic 
shapes, there is no guarantee of a straightforward unfolding of the key, especially when (as
 ^This, it could be argued, was because Britten enjoyed the freeing up, the independence and flexibility o f the 
melodic line that this technique allowed and which suited the composer’s melodic inventiveness. It was a 
technique he could have learned, above all, from baroque composers and, in particular, from Henry Purcell. It is 
also frequently found in another composer with a notable melodic fecundity: Tchaikovsky, whom Britten also 
admired greatly (see Schafer 1963, p. 23).
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here) other diatonic melodic shapes in another key compete with them. Whilst the vocal 
melody and the accompanying chords in the right hand of the piano are unequivocally in A 
major, the ostinato bass -an ornamented pedal -challenges this with its G major bias, yielding 
to A major only in the cadences at the end of the 6 bar phrases. G major has not gained any 
true independence in Psalm 150; it is subordinated to the tonic C in both sections one and four 
and is purely ornamental in section two. At the only point where G major does establish itself 
as an identifiable tonal area independent of C, in section three, it does so by superimposing 
itself onto a prevailing A major tonality. A major provides excellent cover for G; it is 
sufficiently distant from C to rule out the possibility of hearing G as the dominant harbinger 
of C (it might possibly be heard as a Mixolydian digression), the overexposure of which 
Britten thus wisely avoids. Along with the bass cadences in A (which yield at last to the home 
key of section three) the melody, now taken up and continued in the treble instrument line, 
moves away from it to G. The A/G conflation is thus retained as a result of both voices 
yielding to the other voice’s preferred key. The use of canon in four parts in this section aptly 
captures the multiplicity of voices implied in the invitation for “everything that has breath” to 
“praise the Lord”.
No attempt is made to resolve this A/G conflict. Instead, it is <7/ssolved by the two transitional 
chords which lead the way back for a partial repeat of the music of the first section. 
Harmonically, the bridge chords are simply a 13‘^  chord on G followed by an 11^  ^chord on C, 
but they could be seen as emblems of the two intervals which give structure to the piece: the 
third and the fifth, here piled on top of one another. The cacophonous manner of their 
presentation, tutti, with the rasping ugliness of flutter-tonguing, gaudily exaggerates these 
intervals, hitherto buried as structure, now rudely exposed at the surface as foreground. This 
transition between sections three and four has the manner of a giant exhalation. The transition 
into section three, bars 169-171, is in the manner of an inhalation. Again, the basic structure 
of the two chords is a tower of thirds, two 9^  ^chords, the first (appearing in first inversion) 
with the root G, the second (in fourth inversion) with the root B. Although these roots form, 
together with the first bass note (D) of section three, a G major triad, the inversions suppress a 
clear unfolding of G major. This transition possesses, even so, the feel of a dominant 
preparation. Over these roots the singers deliver an augmented version of section three’s 
antecedent phrase sequentially; first in F (the key of the preceding section two), then 
proceeding to A (the key of the next section) via G.
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In addition to the widening of the tonal space embedded in the harmonic scheme of Psalm 
150 there is a pedagogical bonus. The work encourages the young instrumental performers for 
whom it is written (only the keyboard player, functioning as a continuo player, needs to be an 
experienced player) to become acquainted with different scales and fingerings. Britten, with 
his particular sympathy when writing music for the young, understood that inexperienced 
performers only have a limited range of notes they know how to play and read; beginner 
violinists tend to be insecure in positions higher than second position. But within their small 
range, beginners do know where F sharps and B flats are located, so lack of range is 
compensated for by an accrual of accidentals -tactfully, not more than one flat or three sharps. 
(Sharp keys are easier to play on string instruments where open strings provide tonics and 
fifths; G major, D major and A major scales are learned before B flat and E flat.)
Although there is much spirited music and (it should never be overlooked) much enjoyment^ 
to be gained from singing and playing sections two and three o f Psalm 150, it is section one 
which contains the most substantial music. The foreground is ripe with diminutions which 
include chromatic tones, such as those in the melody and which participate in the unfolding of 
the third, c2 to e2, (kopfton 3) which occurs between bars 1-21 in the right-hand of the piano: 
ex. Va. 2.  ^In addition to the tensions built up between the chromatic melodic pitches and the 
pedal, supporting chords supply the remaining pitches to cover the whole complement of 
twelve (Evans refers to “the progressive chromaticization of the chordal stratum lying 
between melody and pedal” (1979, p. 283)). For what is essentially a joyous piece, written for 
the enjoyment of young performers, there is a surprising degree of serious contrapuntal 
complication.
These opening bars recur (after the b theme) at bar 68 (ex. Va.2 therefore represents this 
period too) but now with two vocal-parts added. Britten does not straightforwardly double the 
piano’s upper and middle voice in the vocal lines but, by utilising the contents of the chords in 
a less obvious way, constructs two new lines. In the course of bars 68 to 78, the upper voice 
successfully unfolds the same third, c2 to e2, which was the goal of the opening 21 bars 
(shown on ex.Va.2 as a small note marked *) but is not supported by tonic harmony. Instead 
of prolonging this kopfton by continuing the phrase to the same point where the opening
 ^Bridcut recalls “When the Oldham Boy’s choir sang [Britten’s Psalm 150] recently for my television 
documentary Britten’s Children, the bright-eyed, vigorous response from the boys, straining at the leash in their 
eagerness, would doubtless have delighted Britten (2006, p. 14)
 ^Kopfton 3 is maintained to the end of section one (bar 32); its prolongation is achieved by a register transfer, 
the scalar traversal o f which also contains chromatic tones introduced as two whole-tone segments. This is 
shown on ex. V.3 after the broken bar-line.
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period achieved its e2 goal (bar 21), the music in this second exposition of theme a breaks off, 
leaving e-flat2 over a C minor chord as the apparent ‘new’ goal of the phrase (indicated ** 
and e-flat2 allotted a broken stem in ex. Va.2). In this state of tension, theme a is curtailed and 
theme b is exposed for a second time at bar 90.
There is a minatory atmosphere to the b theme period which Allen suggested “seems to lie 
outside the nature of the biblical text” (1999, p. 288). The b period bears some resemblance in 
mood to the storm in Noyes Fludde (1958) and both use chromatic tones to suggest turmoil. In 
Psalm 15O'sh period the chromatic tones unfold G major (as dominant of C) and establish 2: 
ex. Va.3. It is telling that, in bars 90 to 94, both the lower voice (played in the left hand of the 
piano and doubled by ‘Bass instruments’) and the upper voice (sung by the lower vocal line 
and doubled in the piano right hand) unfold a tritone and that the interval is emphasised by the 
meeting of pitch D-flat in both parts at the same time (marked x in ex. Va.3). Britten wrote 
Psalm 150 less than a year after the War Requiem^ a work in which the tritone, that 
“invariably disquieting interval” (Cooke 1996, p.56), had a central role in creating the 
discourse on the “uneasy and inconclusive” (ibid.) nature of peace. Here, the tritone refers to 
“the firmament of [God’s] power” and it is difficult to avoid the inference that Britten 
attributed sinister overtones to that ‘power’ in the light of the powerlessness of the 
supernatural to act and prevent the appalling slaughter of the First World War, the subject of 
the War Requiem.
The tone e-flat2, which was left expectantly (in Schenkerian terms) in limbo in bar 86, finds 
temporary resolution to d2 (2) at bar 90, but this is clearly an unsatisfactory resolution in a 
tonal structure. What is required structurally is a restoration of e2 (3) and its resolution to c2 
(1) over a tonic C major. This is exactly what is obtained when, after an eleven-bar link (bars 
108-118), theme a returns to close section 1: ex.Va.4. But, even here, Britten resists the most 
obvious harmonic support and continues to infringe upon a ‘pure’ C major by harmonising 
melody pitches c2 (an arpeggiated prolongation of 3) and d2 (2) with an E-flat major and D 
major chord (over the C pedal) respectively.
One function of the diversionary harmonies found throughout the first section of Psalm 150 is 
to fill in, colourfully, the metric space created by the unorthodox phrase lengths of the March 
descant theme played by ‘treble’ instruments: 5 bars, then 7 bars, twice 2 bars, then 8 bars, 
etc. The inventive wit of the theme is derived from the triumphing of the unexpected over the 
expected. The first phrase, for example, is potentially a conventional (banally so) four-bar
Psalm 150 received its premiere on May 1962, the War Requiem on 30* May in the same year.
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idea which sounds like a carefree whistling-tune; but the stuttering repetition of bar 3 wrong­
foots this and an additional bar is inserted into the phrase. To accommodate this, the harmonic 
space has expanded from a predictable I-V7-I for the obvious four-bar tune to include an 
unpredictable chord vi for the five-bar phrase. See ex.Va.5.
The sparseness of the full score and the utilitarian approach to scoring make this one of 
Britten’s most singular pieces. And yet, the enthusiasm it engenders in children who 
encounter it probably makes Psalm 150 the piece in which Britten’s stated ideals as a 
‘communal’ composer were most met. Psalm 150 embraces so many experiences fundamental 
to children’s lives: excitement -not unbridled, but carefully structured -achievement and risk. 
To come successfully through a performance of Psalm 150 one must rehearse diligently and 
convey during execution -naughtiness (shouting in church), humour, magic and not least, 
fear.
Another important dimension of Psalm 150 is the naivety of the performance-style. This 
naivety is encouraged by the quality of the writing which is characterised by lack of 
inhibition, wholeheartedness and the habitation of an imaginative universe which makes 
experiences (including the performing of music) authentically true in the minds of children.^ 
Britten’s music provides a way in to this children’s world through musical imagery, musical 
games (e.g. irregular metres, canons, tongue-twisting phrases) and often a sound world 
sometimes only slightly, sometimes far removed from conventional ‘serious’ music which is 
usually heavily coloured by percussion instruments. This last trait was significantly enriched 
later (in Children’s Crusade (1969), for example) by Britten’s exploitation of Eastern musical 
influence especially in relation to the range of unorthodox (i.e. non-Westem) sonorities.
Britten’s Psalm 150 is not a piece which possesses any lack of confidence; it is assuredly, one 
might even say life-enhancingly, assertive in character. At a time when parts of the Anglican 
Church were in the throes of a critical examination of their musical identity, Britten’s short 
work shows not the slightest sign of uncertainty. Psalm 150 utilises popular musical idiom as 
if it were taken for granted that such a practice was wholly legitimate in the Anglican Church. 
As chapters IV and V have established (as a general proposition and mostly in the parish/rural 
church) this utilisation of popular style was deemed acceptable within strict limits. It was the 
definition of those limits which was the subject of debate -an issue which has been touched
Britten’s ability to empathise with children, to enter their world o f imagination is fully attested to in Britten’s 
Children, Bridcut, 2006.
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upon quite frequently before. Chapter VI looks at some critical events of the latter half of the 
1950s and the even greater need these created for the church to debate the character of 
Anglican church music and its Tradition in an attempt to see where the limits of it actually 
lay. Part of the success of Britten’s Psalm 150, as a liturgical statement, is that it stands 
beyond or outside that debate. This privileged position, I contend, is the result of a clear 
reference to a Tradition -the Rural Tradition -where the assimilation of a popular, rustic 
musical style was far more acceptable than elsewhere within the Anglican church music 
scene. The fact that the Rural Parish Church Tradition was already defunct when Britten 
wrote the piece eased the passage of the references to popular style since no limitations 
indicated by recent Tradition were in place to restrict them.
It was because the limitations of Tradition were so acutely sensed in the remaining, surviving 
Traditions elsewhere in the Anglican Church that the debate discussed in the following 
chapter became so important.
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VIA landmark in the Anglican Church Music Tradition: 1955
If true, the first few sentences which open chapter twelve of Erik Routley’s short but well 
considered book, Twentieth Century Church Music (published in 1964), are of almost 
monumental importance for the histoiy of Anglican church music and the Anglican Church 
Music Tradition:
On Christmas Day 1955, some of us thought we had Church music pretty well where 
we wanted it - “taped”. We could talk and write about its development fi*om Palestrina 
to Vaughan Williams: or, if we wished to appear learned, from the cantillations of the 
Jewish Synagogue of a century or two B.C. to the latest Britten.
I remember very well how in the last week of that year I received for review a proof- 
copy of Geoffrey Beaumont’s Century Folk Mass... Within a few months the Folk 
mass had become the talk of the country... “Pop” had invaded the sacred field of 
church music
Routley 1962, p. 151
Although the modesty of the language does not suggest anything shattering (the word 
‘vexation’ in the chapter title might possibly be thought strong), Routley is actually 
pinpointing what he saw as an historically important event; the death of a single Anglican 
Church Music Tradition ideal. (Routley may seem to be writing about church music in 
general, but it becomes clear that his focus is the situation in England and more specifically 
the music of the Anglican Church.) After 1955, Routley observes, Anglican church music 
could no longer be thought of as ‘taped’ by even the most elastic of bonding. Pluralism was 
heralded and parallel traditions of Anglican church music, no longer bound by one overriding 
Tradition-ideal, which has earlier been characterised as an umbrella, came into being.
The publication which caused Routley to identify this historical event, Geoffrey Beaumont’s^  
2(f^ Century Folk Mass (1955), has long been out of print. The work’s novelty granted it a 
considerable, if brief, popularity in some Low Church parish churches (it was never accepted 
as part of the cathedral repertoire) and a television broadcast in 1957 gave it a short-term 
boost in popularity. There was, however, too little musical substance in the piece to sustain it 
in the repertoire. But the liberalising effect the piece was to have on the music of Anglican 
parish churches marks it out as a significant phenomenon. Temperley points out that
’ Geoffrey Beaumont (later, after joining The Community o f the Resurrection, Fr Gerard Beaumont) (1903- 
1971), was an Anglican priest known for his popularist zeal and as an amateur composer. A colourful cameo o f  
the man is given in Malcolm Williamson; a Mischievous Muse, Meredith and Harris 2007, pp. 106-107 and a 
footnote on page 107 adds the touching epithet: “Patrick Appleford, a leading member of the [20* Century 
Church] Light Music Group, described [Beaumont] as ‘The humblest priest I’ve ever met’ ”. A slightly fuller 
biographical sketch is found in Beeson 2009, p. 215.
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Its pop idiom was mild and somewhat old-fashioned, but still unmistakeably crossed a
stylistic boundary that had never been crossed before.
Temperley 1979, p. 334
The importation of the “Hollywood musical” style (as Meredith and Harris term it, 2007, p. 
106) into the church was in itself unprecedented but this was nothing compared to the 
‘release’ from the Anglican Musical Tradition-ideal it set in motion. Had that ideal not been 
so conservatively guarded -had reforms, starting in the middle of the Victorian era, been less 
prejudicially prosecuted and had parish churches been allowed to pursue a course more 
responsive to contemporary musical trends - it  is a moot point as to whether this release would 
have been so necessary. The Parish Church Tradition would have moved forward and kept 
pace, as it had historically, with the needs and tastes of its congregation. This rude rejection of 
tradition could perhaps have been avoided.
Beaumont’s Mass broke no new ground simply by introducing a secular music style, or even a 
musical style associated with entertainment, into the Anglican Church Music Tradition. This 
had been a feature —which was not always approved —of the Tradition (particularly in parish 
churches) since the time of Elizabeth I. The importation of secular music styles was, in fact, a 
hotly and frequently debated topic long before 1955, as the discussions in chapters III and IV 
testify. But Routley correctly identifies a new and critical phase of this secular-style 
encroachment.
The year 1954 was a highly significant year for popular music. Bill Haley and his group The 
Comets had just released, to hysterical acclaim, the song Rock Around the Clock, and Elvis 
Presley was just beginning his rise to superstardom with the hit That’s All Right. These were 
introductions to a significantly new style of popular music. Rock and Roll; with it begins a 
new era in popular music. The music articulated in a very direct way a significant shift in the 
attitude of the younger generation to sex. Indeed the genre title ‘Rock and Roll’ is understood 
to be a euphemism for sexual intercourse. Rock and Roll performers often made suggestive 
physical gestures, mimicking sexual acts, whilst the pumping out of a strong, regular beat was 
designed to rouse its listener’s sexually.
Appearing just a year later, Beaumont’s Mass has no trace of Rock and Roll in it; but in its 
undisguised and unashamed imitation of popular music, innocuous though it was, it could 
claim to have legitimised the principle of appropriating popular music style in its original, 
authentic, unsanitised state, for use in public Anglican worship. Beaumont clearly understood 
the tastes of the people who made up his south-east London congregation, including their 
musical tastes:
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[Geoffrey Beaumont] was at his happiest music-making in crowded public bars, a 
cigarette dangling from his mouth, a new pint waiting for him on the piano.
Meredith and Harris 2007, p. 107
Beaumont understood too, in common with many Low Churchmen, that a community bond 
can be strengthened through community singing. Beaumont was simply continuing a common 
practice among Low Churchmen in allowing, even encouraging, his congregation to worship 
God in a style of music they enjoyed which was, unlike much music of the Anglican Church 
Music Tradition, truly theirs. The critical difference now, the Tine crossed’, was that musical 
styles, even those quite frank in their sexuality, had as much legitimacy as church music style 
as any other musical style. As never before, this was a challenge to the musical style 
consciously nurtured as an ‘Anglican Church Music Style’ which had always, up to that point, 
carefully avoided or heavily disguised any musical style associated with what the church 
considered immoral behaviour.
There was the spirit of change in the air in England at this time and this was not confined to 
popular music in or outside the church. In 1956 John Osborne’s play Look Back in Anger had 
a shattering effect on the often complaisant and predominantly middle class, conformist, 
English theatre. The rude awakening^ stimulated a new wave of realistic drama which was to 
change British theatre. The pejorative phrase ‘kitchen sink drama’ was coined to characterise 
this new brand of toughness and harsh reality. It is clear that some church musicians viewed 
Beaumont’s Mass as ‘kitchen sink church music’ and wanted none of it. Charles Cleall, for 
example, a highly regarded organist and choir trainer,^ wrote in his book Music and Holiness
Have ‘pops’ a place in the church? They draw: they reach the masses: but do they do 
so because they are intrinsically barbarous; by which they shut man out of a 
knowledge of the beautiful. They try to raise themselves to the highest position in this 
life; that of the ideal: the pop-star is his God.
Cleall 1964, p. 39
The force of sentiment in this cri de coeur is palpable;'^ Cleall is clearly not railing against an 
isolated careless blunder but a ‘movement’ which he saw as threatening the basic foundations 
of the Tradition he obviously regarded as sacred as the religion it served.
 ^An even ruder awakening occurred just three years later with the publication o f the unexpurgated version o f  
DH Lawrence’s novel Lady Chatterley’s Lover in 1959, often cited as the event which triggered ‘the permissive 
society’.
 ^Charles Cleall was appointed choir trainer to the Aldeburgh Festival Choir between 1957-1960.
 ^The whole o f Cleall’s Music and Holiness (1964) is in fact a diatribe; a ferocious assault on popular culture as 
the enemy o f sacred worship o f God. The tone o f the book makes uncomfortable reading in the 2T* century but
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The year 1955 was an historical demarcation and caused a musical and aesthetic crisis whose 
effects are still felt by the Anglican Church into the twenty-first century. Before this year, the 
Tradition ideal-led music of the Anglican Church had been successfully policed and kept a 
respectable distance from music of besmirching character. If secular style was used, it was 
tactfully deodorised. After 1955, no such disguise was perceived to be necessary by 
Evangelicals (of Low Church persuasion) who encouraged popularism, seeing it as a 
legitimate evangelising tool. The guardians of the Tradition-ideal were powerless to prevent 
the spread of this musical invasion of what had previously been regarded as sacred ground; 
their sacred ground. The euphoric seductions which pop music offered some churchmen and 
church musicians, for whom the traditional music of the Anglican Church meant little, gained 
considerable support.
From 1955 onwards there were, in effect, two Anglican Church Music Traditions: one firmly 
established and influencing the cathedrals and the parish churches that tended to imitate 
cathedrals; the other entirely new, affecting only parish churches where radical ministers and 
their congregations were looking to renew their communal worship. Musicians who believed 
in the older of the two Traditions were now faced with a situation they had not known before. 
They now had to fight to defend and to promote the values of the Tradition-ideal consciously; 
they had to be active and (like Cleall) more aggressive too; they had a mission, which was 
nothing less than to save the ‘true’ Tradition. Church musicians have, historically, been no 
strangers to campaigning, defending and battling. Hitherto, however, the enemies had tended 
to be working conditions or stubborn ecclesiastics. Now traditional-minded church musicians 
were putting up defences against an aesthetic assault from the general public partly supported 
by some clergy and even, most hurtful of all, by some church musicians who seemed to turn 
against the very Tradition that protocol might require that they should defend at all costs. 
Although the Anglican Church Music Tradition could be hard to define, and it was not always 
clear where the boundaries of style and taste may lie (some for example would include 
Britten, some exclude him), post 1955 Traditional Church Musicians had to argue for it none 
the less:
it was still possible [in 1945] to be tolerably certain what one was talking about when 
one talked of “sacred music” -o r sacred anything. That is to say, one could talk 
dogmatically on such matters without ignoring a too impressive body of opinion. To
indicates the force o f feeling surrounding issues of church music in the 1950s and 60s, the sheer strength o f  
which comes as something o f a surprise.
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dogmatise now [1966] is possible only by ignoring a very large, conspicuous and 
vocal body of opinion.
Routley 1967, p. 215
It is surely no coincidence that the charity Friends of Cathedral Music^ was founded in 1956, 
whose mission was “to safeguard our priceless heritage of cathedral music and support a 
living tradition” (www.fcm.org.uk). Of course, the weight of heritage -anything transmitted 
from ancestors or past ages -was useful weaponry, at least in the attempt to be ‘dogmatic’ 
about what music belonged and what didn’t. It was this same heritage that supporters of the 
newer tradition had no use for; they didn’t deny its existence, they simply failed to see its 
relevance. Routley, writing in 1966, found that
The second half of the twentieth century is witnessing a good deal more than the 
Beaumont gesture... Church music-making, in these days of rapid communication, is 
now a lively conversation, at times becoming a dispute, between people who are 
asking different questions, making different protests, and producing very widely 
different kinds of music.
Ibid., p. 216-7
If Beaumont’s Folk Mass had reached the public some years earlier,^ before the Rock and 
Roll revolution had got under way and before an appetite for musical rawness had been 
cultivated, its rudeness may have condemned it to oblivion. But the mood was right for the 
radical changes it instigated.
Britten stood apart from the immediate arguments which raged in the Anglican Church about 
music, tradition and heritage. Having forsaken regular worship in his early manhood, Britten 
had only the memories of his own churchgoing experiences and knowledge of the Tradition’s 
repertoire by which to measure the musical expectations of any congregations who might hear 
his own liturgical music. The two liturgical pieces Britten composed around the time of the 
Beaumont controversy. Hymn to St Peter (1955) rnidAntiphon (1956) -which will be 
discussed in full in chapter Villa -show absolutely no hint of following Beaumont’s lead by 
importing any popular music vernacular; although neither piece resembles cathedral style (a 
contextual point which is given substance later in chapter Villa), the lighter musical touches 
Britten employs, the scherzetto section of the Hymn or the swinging syncopations of
 ^Despite the declining membership of the Anglican Church and the decline in the number o f regular 
worshippers, the membership o f Friends o f Cathedral Music continues to rise. (See Friends o f Cathedral Music 
Website: www.fcm.org.uk).
 ^Beaumont actually composed his Folk Mass a few years earlier when a chaplain at Trinity College Cambridge. 
See Meredith and Harris 2007, p. 106.
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Antiphon, for example, never resort to salaciousness or attempt to be ‘hip’. Britten’s distance 
from cathedral style might be measured by the energy of his music and by the degree to which 
a certain secular manner may have allowed a greater freedom of mode of expression and 
harmony. These can now be identified as traits absorbed by his acquaintanceship with the 
Parish Church Tradition (see chapter IV). (The biographical background of this 
acquaintanceship will be examined in chapter VII). However, it avoids the overt adoption of 
popular idiom which characterised quite a lot of the liturgical music Malcolm Williamson 
wrote in the early 1960s^ for the type of East-End parish of which he had personal 
experience.^ Williamson claimed “The Broadway style was the parishioners’ musical 
vernacular; they couldn’t cope with more difficult things” (Williamson 1974/Meredith and 
Harris 2007, p. 107). In Britten’s later liturgical music (the little there was of it) he appeared 
no more moved by the ‘church pop music’ phenomenon than before. The lively Jubilate in C 
(1961) has wit but none of the ‘pally’ joviality which often accompanies church pop.^ It 
possesses a textural sophistication quite alien to home-made popular music whose textures 
are, by design, transparently thin; something the transmission of it at an excessively loud 
volume is perhaps designed to compensate for.
The single piece of Britten’s church music which one could claim, on the surface at least, to 
enjoy the atmosphere of liberalisation that Beaumont’s musical gesture brought about, is his 
Psalm 150 -the piece examined in detail in the pervious chapter. It was written in 1962, a 
mere seven years after Beaumont’s Mass.
The second (F major section) has just the sort of happy popular style Beaumont may have 
rejoiced to see a serious composer utilise in work written for an act Anglican worship. Its 
bouncy, dance-like character appears to mock the solemnity of conventional church behaviour 
and the music associated with it, and replaces it with music more likely to crop up at a 
children’s Christmas pantomime. It possesses the common touch and encourages the breaking 
down of stylistic musical barriers; barriers which Beaumont clearly viewed as alienating, 
unnecessarily, a section of society to whom Tradition church music meant nothing. And yet 
Britten’s Psalm 150 is ultimately contra-Beaumont. Unlike Beaumont’s democratic (i.e. easy 
to sing) pop-hymn tunes, Britten’s music is difficult to master; it may be ‘catchy’ but it is not
 ^For example Agnus Dei 1961, Harvest Thanksgiving and 12 New Hymn Tunes, both 1962.
 ^Although Williamson converted to Roman Catholicism, he played the organ at an Anglican church: St Peter’s, 
in Limehouse.
 ^Evans is uncharacteristically vociferous about church pop which he characterises as an “abomination... that 
matey vulgarity which the specious ‘folk’ movement has foisted on to modem church music”, 1979, p. 437.
The second section o f Britten’s cantata i?e/o/ce in the Lamb (1943) employs dance-like music too, but its 
irregular ‘beat’ -far more irregular than the scheme found in Psalm 150 -clearly disqualifies it for consideration 
as an example of genuine popular-style.
88
so easily ‘caught’ by the children who have to learn to sing it. It was pointed out, for example, 
that the melody of the F major section of Britten’s Psalm 150 comprises a continuous series 
of variants in which only two phrases are identical. This makes it a challenge to learn. Pop 
music, conversely, is quintessentially repetitious. Although written against the background of 
popular music, it introduces foreground sophistications which demonstrate that it was filtered 
through the musicianship of a composer habitually used to considering musical structure and 
voice-leading rather than one solely committed to writing a ‘good tune’. Besides, the context 
in which Britten’s Psalm 150 should rightly be assessed -the Rural Tradition -suggests that 
Britten, again contra-Beaumont, was actually drawing from Tradition rather than deliberately 
subverting it. Whilst it can be acknowledged that the revolution which saw the infiltration of 
pop music into Anglican church worship made the music of Britten’s Psalm 150 a far less 
shocking experience than it would maybe have been without it -and this I read as a somewhat 
ironic circumstance - it  would be wrong to see Britten’s carefully crafted work endorsing the 
principle. If anything, Britten’s Psalm 150 offered a rebuke, or at least a warning, that 
whatever style a composer uses in his music (including liturgical music), style has to be 
properly channelled through technique and structure in order to make its point efficiently. I 
believe Britten would claim (a claim that is investigated fully in chapter Villa below) that it 
should also fit, if not comfortably, at least tolerantly within the context for which it was 
written, something Beaumont’s Folk Mass palpably denied.
Britten’s claim for a relevant relation between a piece of work and its context was far from 
unique to him. It was also a strongly held conviction amongst Anglican church musicians who 
fought against the serious challenge to the Tradition which began in 1955. Whilst some of 
them prosecuted that fight through the written word (Cleall for example and Lionel Dakers, 
whose views -which are aired later -are similar but expressed less extremely), some 
prosecuted it through music. Nothing, perhaps, speaks more clearly of the allegiance to the 
Tradition of Anglican church music than the music written by traditionalists as a response to 
the 1955 challenge. What appears important about that Tradition, to its adherents, comes most 
clearly to the fore when what they composed, ostentatiously emphasises what they believe are 
its greatest virtues. These virtues can, in turn, only be assessed by investigating examples 
from the history of the Tradition. Chapters VIII and IX provide such an investigation which, 
importantly for this study, allow the contextual dimension of Britten’s church music output -  
most of which is discussed in chapters Villa and IX -to  be properly assessed.
One can state with some confidence that Britten’s liturgical music from Rejoice in the Lamb 
(1943) onwards could be seen as schismatic in relation to the Cathedral Tradition. It offered
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an alternative to the heavily Tradition-bound compositions bolstering that Tradition; an 
alternative that possessed energy, colour, drama and memorable text-illustration. It could also 
seem to challenge the Parish Church Tradition too but in a wholly different way from 
Beaumont’s Century Folk Mass, and not so much that it shuns its context. It stemmed 
from childhood experiences of parish church music (as will be seen in the following chapter) 
but was matured and polished by a mind ready to see expressive musical potential that lay 
beyond conventional modes of expression often constraining liturgical music. It embraced 
both popular music and far-eastern music. It was an alternative which respected but was not 
stunted by the old Tradition to which it was a liberating appendage.
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VII Britten and the Anglican Church Music Tradition
No meaningful observations or conclusions about Britten’s liturgical music (proper or 
secular)* in relationship to the Anglican Church Music Tradition can be drawn before the 
composer’s acquaintanceship and understanding of that Tradition has been more fully 
examined. Britten had no credentials as a practising church musician, his formative 
experiences of church music being accrued solely as a member of the congregation. 
Knowledge of the day-to-day duties of the professional church musician was acquired by 
Britten through the friendships he enjoyed throughout his life, with organists, all of whom 
were well versed in the duties of a professional church musician. Important amongst these 
were: C J R Coleman (who was organist of St John’s Church, Lowestoft in Britten’s youth 
and who later held posts at Norwich Cathedral and St Peter Mancroft in Norwich), George 
Malcolm (for a time director of music at Westminster Cathedral) and Ralph Downes (who 
was also an influential teacher and controversially progressive organ consultant/designer). In 
particular Britten gained insights from these musicians about writing for and registration on 
the organ, an instrument he did not himself play and Malcolm was particularly influential in 
Britten’s understanding about the training of boys’ voices.^
Britten certainly knew, played and enjoyed certain hymns. At Gresham’s he occasionally 
played for ‘Prayers’ (see for example J Evans 2009, p. 23). After playing at Prayers on 
February 11**^ 1939, Britten wrote in his diary that he found S S Wesley’s hymn tune to ‘The 
Church’s one foundation’ {Aurelia) “most glorious” (ibid., p. 30). Britten also took the trouble 
to write on a flyleaf of the copy of The Public Hymn Book with Tunes (1902), issued to him at 
Gresham’s in 1928, a list of hymns which obviously attracted him. This includes the popular 
‘We plough the fields, and scatter’, which invites particularly enthusiastic congregational 
singing in the unison passages -which are comparatively rare in Anglican hymn tunes. 
Occasionally Britten conducted parish church choirs in music he had written. Hussey (1985, 
p. 11) reports that Britten conducted the first performance and “the final one or two 
rehearsals” o f Rejoice in the Lamb in 1943, and Susana Walton (1988, p. 37) witnessed 
Britten conducting the Wedding Anthem in 1949, dressed in cassock and surplice, at the 
wedding of George Harewood and Marion Stein.
What is crucial about Britten’s church music-biography is that his early experiences (before 
he was sent away to Gresham’s), arguably the most seminal, were exclusively associated with
’ See chapter II for a definition o f these terms. 
 ^See Wiebe 2005, pp. 83-84.
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attendance at a parish church. This will be seen to be of great significance. Britten showed a 
definite preference for the parish church aesthetic throughout his life as exemplified in his 
responding to commissions from parish churches (St Matthew’s, Northampton, St Mark’s 
Swindon and St Peter Mancroft, for example) rather than cathedrals or the colleges of Oxford 
and Cambridge. Britten’s attachment to the parish church also manifested itself, domestically, 
in his penchant for visiting rural parish churches (‘church crawling’), an activity that guests 
were often invited to partake in and which Imogen Holst refers to quite often in the diaries she 
kept during the years she was worked closely with the composer (see ed. Grogan 2007). 
Britten was not so familiar with the vast spaces of medieval cathedrals or with the voluminous 
sounds of its organs as a worshipper.^ St John’s Church, London Road, Lowestoft, where 
Britten worshipped as a child, was a largish Victorian building but possessed neither the 
proportions of a cathedral nor a concomitant atmosphere of antiquity.
There is substantial corroboration to confirm that worship at St John’s was Low-Church."* For 
example, Britten’s sister, Beth, writes
Sundays were a ritual... At breakfast we had to decide who would go out in the car 
with my father and who would go to church with Mum... Barbara.. .used to get up and 
go to early service. Probably Ben would have liked to go if it had been to St 
Margaret’s church instead of St John’s, which was a very dull low church service, and 
the architecture was dismal... My mother liked the low church service...
Beth Britten 1986, p. 46
Allen cites an interview Peter Pears gave in 1978 in which Pears emphasises the Low 
Churchmanship of St John’s, and goes on to elaborate:
Ben’s mother was quite devout, and quite musical as well. But in Lowestoft, when he 
was a child, the church was rather drab, both aesthetically and musically. The choir 
was not very good and the hymns were deplorable. He suffered there, quite a lot, yet 
his attitude towards the whole heritage of the music of the church -and to church 
architecture as well -had been very close.
When something is really in your bones, even when put there against your will, it’s 
very difficult to get rid of it -  and I don’t know if Ben wanted to. Ben was not an 
abstract person; he was human, and sensitive to associations. He loved great hymns, 
and they are prominently represented.
Allen 2002, p. 8^
 ^See footnote 1, chapter II, about Britten’s miscalculation o f the acoustic o f St Paul’s cathedral, London.
See especially Allen 2002, pp. 5-14.
 ^Source: ‘Peter Pears talks about Benjamin Britten: As told to Louis Chapin’, Keynote, 2.2 (April 1978): 6-15.
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Presumably Pears’s ‘deplorable’ refers to Victorian hymns, a common target for such 
judgement, as was seen in chapter IV. They would certainly have featured prominently at St 
John’s. J B Dykes’s hymn tune Beatitudo^ would probably qualify as ‘deplorable’ in Pears’s 
opinion. It certainly did not meet Vaughan Williams’ critical ‘moral’ standard for The English 
Hymnal (1906);^ although the verses (mainly) by Watts appeared in that hymn book, Dykes’s 
tune was replaced by another. However, the tune, deplorable or not, served Britten as a theme 
for a set of 6 Variations on “How bright these glorious Spirits shine” (1925), scored for 
chorus, piano, organ and string quintet.^ The work was dedicated to Coleman who, it can be 
assumed, thought highly of the tune - it was conceivably a favourite of his. It was obviously 
attractive enough to Britten to be especially selected by him as a suitable theme from a 
substantial store of potential tunes.
Certain interesting conclusions can be drawn form this little work, even without seeing or 
hearing it: firstly, on account of its scoring; secondly, on account of the choice of theme and 
thirdly, from the form of the piece.
The inclusion of the organ with chorus suggests, strongly, that the piece was conceived for 
church performance. Whether the 6 Variations were written as a liturgical item (an anthem or 
postlude) or as a church concert item is difficult to establish but, as it has been shown, such 
distinctions were often less critically delineated in the Parish Church Tradition -even less so 
in parish churches favouring a Low Church style of worship. If intended as an anthem, the 
unorthodox scoring of the 6 Variations recalls that of church bands of the Rural Tradition (see 
chapter V) -the instruments have been chosen not in realisation of an ideal but utilise what 
was available locally; the scoring indicates a concern to involve musicians drawn from the 
community. As a mature composer and whenever Britten wrote for amateurs, he maintained 
this essential connection between local resources and the work being written for them.
The choice of theme points to an attraction (on Britten’s and Colman’s part) to a sentimental 
style of hymn tune. Sentiment, it was shown, is a powerful ingredient in Low Church worship 
so it comes as no surprise that Britten felt some attachment to hymn tunes of this type; they 
were part of his childhood and were a tangible reminder of his happier days of church 
attendance in the company of his mother. When Britten chose the hymns that the audience 
was invited to sing jointly in Saint Nicolas (1948) and Noye’s Fludde (1958), the composer’s
 ^Hymns Ancient & Modern Revised (1950), hymn number 528. In the latest manifestation o f Hymns Ancient & 
Modem, Common Praise (2000) both Watts’s text and Dykes tune Beatitudo survive. Dykes’s tune appears in 
the latest edition o f The English Hymnal, The New English Hymnal (1986), perhaps reflecting a more balanced 
view of Victorian musical style.
’ See chapter IV for a summary of Vaughan Williams’ critical stance.
* A short examination o f the organ writing in this work is given in chapter XI.
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early experiences as a member of a congregation must have played a decisive role. The hymns 
chosen are eminently singable and are (or at least were at the time) generally well known and 
therefore likely to succeed in their purpose. The choice of ‘Eternal Father, strong to save’ in 
Noye’s Fludde, with the tune Melita composed in the 1850s, again by Dykes, may appear 
aesthetically counter to the work when set against the “essentially medieval convention, 
realized in Elizabethan language” (Evans 1979, p. 272) in which the drama of the work is 
conveyed. It may even be at odds with the other two congregational hymns, ‘Lord Jesus, think 
on me’ for which Britten chose the Elizabethan tune Southwelf^ (ca. 1579) and ‘The spacious 
firmament on high’ with its Elizabethan tune Tallis’s Canon which Tallis wrote for a setting 
of Psalm 67. Yet it is clear that Britten’s choices were not determined by stylistic consistency. 
What clearly mattered was the participation of the audience and immediacy of effect. This 
overrode other considerations. Britten’s exposure to Low Church hymn singing offered him a 
larger choice of tunes than one available to a composer prejudiced against popular hymns, 
either by common critical opinion or exposure to High Church practices.
The variation form chosen for 6 Variations clearly points to a desire to import a secular 
formal design into a piece of church music rather than opt for the looser, text-driven settings 
more typical of traditional cathedral liturgical music. It is tempting to think that Britten, 
already stimulated by the formal designs of the music of Beethoven, Brahms, Ravel and even 
Schoenberg and Stravinsky, found the formal design of a good deal of the liturgical music he 
heard unsatisfactory and sought deliberately to construct something better; something with 
classic form and more structurally disciplined.
All of these observations about Britten’s 6 Variations place the work firmly inside the Parish 
Church Tradition; nothing deducible fi*om the basic facts of the piece suggests any leanings 
towards the style of composition typical of the Cathedral Tradition. The concern here was for 
a work of ‘local’ relevance: a tribute to a local church musician, a reliance on local musical 
resources and a bowing to local tastes, deplorable or not. This is proto-typically parochial as is 
the principle of ownership; the ownership of the congregation.
In both Beth Britten’s and Pears’s comments above, the implication is that Britten’s exposure 
to Low Church worship was against his natural inclination: “Probably Ben would have liked
 ^The tune Melita was, perhaps rather unexpectedly, chosen for inclusion by Vaughan Williams in The English 
Hymnal. Its highly chromatic harmony might be thought to have a ‘harmful’ effect. Vaughan Williams, in his 
preface, warns that “to ensure the co-operation of the congregation... a few tunes have been retained which 
ought to have been rejected” (1903, p. x). That Melita might be one o f these concessionary choices is indicated 
by the suggestion o f an alternative melody for the words.
The tune Southwell was probably drawn by Britten from The English Hymnal. An alternative tune by Stainer, 
St Paul’s, is provided in Hymns Ancient & Modem  (1861). This tune does not appear in The English Hymnal.
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to go if it had been to St Margaret’s church” i.e. with higher churchmanship; “He suffered 
there” (at St John’s Church, with the Low churchmanship). It was probably Beth Britten’s and 
Pears’s middle class snobbishness which would not allow them to submit to the truth; for 
nothing expressed by Britten in his youthful diaries and letters suggests anything other than 
that he actually preferred Low Church services. Even at the age of seventeen and fully aware 
of the negative opinions attached to such attitudes, Britten still admitted in his diary:
1 lam St Marks, (sic.) North Audley St, [...] V. nice service although it is too high for 
my liking.
Ed. Mitchell and Reed 1991, p. 181
Allen (2002, p. 10) suggests that “Given Britten’s preservation of his childhood values into 
adult life on some level, his aversion to high church liturgical manner suggests a certain 
ambiguity in his use of liturgical forms and texts in his later works.” Allen could usefully 
have added that, given Britten’s preservation of childhood values into adult life on some level, 
he remained far more comfortable with Low Church surroundings than High Church 
surroundings.
The style of worship that he encountered at Gresham’s left little impact on Britten. He 
reported in a letter dated September 21®* 1928 that:
we went into Chapel to a sort of glorified Morning Prayer. It is a high service, anyhow 
they sing plainsong, and in the Creed turn to the East and bow and nod etc.”
Ed. Mitchell and Reed 1991, p. 93
It is interesting that Britten uses the nomenclature ‘high’ and that he recognised ritualistic 
gestures of obeisance which he was clearly unaccustomed to performing himself because they 
belonged to this ‘high’ style of worship. It shows, too, that styles of worship were a topic 
discussed in the Britten household and that Britten felt compelled to report, with some 
negative asides his mother would undoubtedly have approved of, on the matter. It is not 
possible to ascertain whether Gresham’s had aspirations to imitate cathedral style worship or 
collegiate worship or to settle for a more modest parish church approach. The style of worship 
in public schools, generally, must be as varied as in other parts of public worship but more 
subject to pragmatism. The use of congregational plainsong, as was shown in chapter IV, was 
more typical of parish church worship. This was the legacy of the educational project
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promoted by Helmore at St Mark’s College although, as Britten identified, it was associated 
far more with High Church practice than Evangelical or Low Church worship.
This history of experience of churchgoing must be considered alongside one of the most 
characteristic traits of Britten’s creative personality and his art: the reliance on history and 
‘tradition’. This pervades the whole of Britten’s mature output. In an interview he gave to 
Mitchell in 1969** (which has subsequently been called Mapreading) Britten shared his 
thoughts on both history and Tradition:
MITCHELL: To a composer standing at the point of his life that you do today, you 
have a great inheritance, not only in your own music but also with regard to the past. I 
would like to ask you how it feels standing in that situation? Are you conscious of this 
wonderfully exciting but also great burden of tradition behind you?
BRITTEN: I’m supportedhy it, Donald. I couldn’t be alone. I couldn’t work alone. I 
can only work really because of the tradition that I am conscious of behind me. And 
not only the consciousness of the musical tradition, but the tradition of painting, and 
architecture, and the countryside around me, people around me... I cannot understand 
why one should want to reject the past... I’m given strength by that tradition. I know it 
changes -o f  course traditions change. But the human being remains curiously the 
same.
Kildea 2003, pp. 328-9
This statement contains a clear bias in favour of learning from the experience of other 
practitioners. Later in the same interview Mitchell asked Britten if
It would be true then that you feel this sense of tradition as an aid and as an assistance 
in your own work... Did you feel when [writing the War Requiem] great precedents 
and examples of the Mass... behind you in that work?
Britten was not shy in acknowledging that he had taken notice “of how Mozart, Verdi, Dvorak 
-whoever you like to name -had written their Masses” (ibid. p. 329).
It should not be assumed from this that Britten consulted the church music of S S Wesley, 
Ouseley and Stainer (church musicians who figured in chapter III) assiduously when he 
composed his own liturgical music, even though he may have known some of their music. But 
it is equally clear that when Britten did compose his music for the liturgy he had clear modes 
of style at the back of his mind which (as his statements in the Mapreading interview make
" In 2002, the BBC included a recording o f the complete Mitchell/Britten Mapreading interview on their release 
of Britten’s performance o f Mozart’s Requiem (BBCL 4119-2). Britten’s tone o f voice and the tempo of his 
speech-delivery add considerably to the strength o f feeling he introduced into his answers to Mitchell’s 
questions. A five second pause intervenes between Mitchell’s question about “the burden o f tradition” and 
Britten’s obviously carefully considered response. When Britten does answer, it is clear he wants his point o f  
view to be taken seriously and sympathetically. The interview conveys the impression that Britten was indeed 
‘opening up’ and sharing some o f his most deeply held views with Mitchell.
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clear) he had no intention of rejecting. It is the choice of models, the choice of style which 
Britten selected as his ‘support’ which provides the interest in the examination of his church 
compositions. This, as has been argued, is tied up closely with the style of churchmanship 
which provides the context in which this music functions.
Had Britten been ignorant of the Anglican Church Music Tradition, the degree of its influence 
on his own church music would be negligible. But Britten was certainly not ignorant of the 
Anglican Church Music Tradition. Years of regular attendance at parish church worship (in 
Lowestoft and later in London) and public school chapel worship would have secured him a 
survey of a wide range of Anglican church music which would have been bolstered by a 
remarkable ear, a good memory and musical inquisitiveness. It was, perhaps, only Britten’s 
knowledge of the cathedral repertoire that was restricted; but this is hard to judge. At the 
parish churches he attended in London he would have heard, almost exclusively, cathedral- 
style music. To this history of musical experience must be added Britten’s attested sensitivity 
to atmosphere.
It is striking that Britten, for all his youthful devotion to the church, does not seem to have 
composed anything specifically for its liturgy until 1934^  ^when, ironically, he was just 
beginning to question his religious beliefs and was finding it ever harder to sympathise with 
certain stances the Anglican Church took with regard to politics and morals. Around this time, 
Britten’s diaries hint at serious disagreements with his mother; disagreements which not only 
centred on politics and sexuality but religion too -see J Evans 2009, p. 315. Some sort of 
crisis regarding belief was evidently reached in April 1936 because, on Easter day itself (12^ 
April), Britten made a decision not to attend church, an event of such import that he noted it 
in his diary (see J Evans 2009, p. 345). It is striking too that Britten seems to have returned to 
writing liturgical music after a break of nearly ten years and just when it was becoming 
economically less necessary for him to devote time or energy to the task; he was establishing 
himself as a successful composer in the concert hall and opera house in the 1940s-1950s. To 
see this as a contradiction would, though, be a misunderstanding of Britten’s attitude to the 
religion of the church and its music and what Britten understood about the role of a composer 
in society -a  theme developed in greater detail later.
It is instructive to speculate -given the music that Britten did eventually write for the liturgy -  
about certain decisions which affected his relation to the church and church music in
In 1925-26, Britten spent time composing a large-scale Mass. Matthews (2003 pp. 7-8) noted that the 
accompaniment was intended for orchestra. The scale and the nature o f the accompaniment would suggest that 
the (incomplete) work was not intended for liturgical use.
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particular, taken on Britten’s behalf by his parents. It is emphasised that this exercise is 
largely speculative because, although we know a good deal about the Britten household at the 
time of his youth through the account of his sister Beth -M y Brother Benjamin (1986), 
interviews with friends conducted by Carpenter for his biography (1992) and from Britten 
himself through diary entries reveal missing detail that could have explained why one course 
was chosen in preference to another and for what reasons.
One example, of particular relevance to this study, is the rather surprising decision that 
Britten’s parents may have made, given the generation he belonged to and in view of his 
obvious musical talents, not to try to secure a place for their son in a cathedral choir. Here he 
would have been sure of a solid general musical education (of unquestionable value to 
anyone contemplating a career in music) which would have included voice training, and 
which could have been extended to include piano or organ lessons and perhaps even lessons 
in composition. There would potentially, in addition, have been considerable general 
educational advantages in securing Britten a place at a well established public school with 
good prospects for access to higher education. There could have been a significant economic 
advantage too (we know, from Beth Britten’s account, that money was a topic of almost 
continual concern for Britten’s father) if Britten had won a choral scholarship or bursary with 
reduced school fees. It is difficult to believe, knowing what we do about Britten’s competitive 
nature, that he would not have gone all-out to win as many scholarships and prizes as 
possible. If nothing else offered itself, Britten could undoubtedly have secured for himself a 
cathedral organist and/or choirmaster position and a clutch of additional musical appointments 
(conducting posts, teaching posts) that outstanding cathedral choristers traditionally claimed 
after this training.
Yet Britten’s parents, as far as is known, seem not to have entertained this idea. There could 
have been two reasons for this, for which certain evidence is forthcoming: Britten’s mother 
had no taste for High Church, which she could reasonably have concluded was the style of 
most Anglican cathedrals, and she probably wished to steer her favourite child clear of High 
Church influences which she, with her Evangelical leanings, considered undesirable. Britten’s 
father was not noticeably a practising Christian^^ and, although weekly visits to the local 
church by his family was perfectly acceptable to him, to send his son away to a church 
foundation for his education was perhaps not an option he particularly favoured. Mr Britten,
See in particular Beth Britten 1986, p. 46.
Chapter III provides the explanation of why High-Churchmen dominated in cathedrals. 
See J Evans 2009, p. 5.
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quite sensibly, thought it best that Benjamin should obtain a solid general education before 
specialising in music (see J Evans 2009, p. 7). In addition, it could be argued, Britten was 
extremely well served by the musical education he obtained without attachment to a cathedral 
school; he had very good teachers for the piano and the viola, and from the age of fourteen, 
Frank Bridge as a composition teacher. Singing, although a popular pastime in the Britten 
household, especially for Mrs Britten -something we know for certain from Britten’s diary 
entries and accounts from friends -does not seem to have been a particularly prominent 
musical activity for the young Britten. He was not a member of the church choir at St John’s 
Church, Lowestoft, for example. An education in which singing was so dominant a feature of 
daily life was, perhaps, not thought suitable.'^ A solid general education could easily be 
achieved by sending their son to a standard public school, a place where the rather sensitive 
Britten mi. could also toughen up -something that was perhaps perceived to be less of a 
guarantee in the atmosphere of a cathedral school. As Beth Britten makes clear (1986, pp. 51- 
53), Britten’s father was particularly anxious that his youngest child should be adequately 
equipped to provide sufficiently for himself; a more worldly education was more likely to 
achieve this reasonable ambition.
Whether or not it was ever discussed, the fact that Britten did not sing as a cathedral chorister 
had a profound effect on his relation to liturgical music and ultimately determined the 
aesthetic choices he made when writing it himself. Although such speculations must remain 
inconclusive, there is merit in considering how Britten’s music would have been affected by 
being inducted into cathedral music at a seminal age. It invites one to view Britten’s liturgical 
music from two perspectives rather than just one -the one real, the other imagined -and to ask 
the sort of questions about style and form which, largely, have not been asked up to now, or 
not been asked from this perspective. The resulting lack of understanding of Britten’s 
liturgical music has suffered from this.
A musical education in addition to piano lessons, viola lessons and later, composition lessons, 
was supplied by the informal but no less influential local musical activities that went on 
around Britten: in his own household, those of the local choral society and in the local church. 
Since Britten was not a cathedral chorister, merely a regular member of the congregation at a 
parish church favouring Low Churchmanship, his relation to liturgical music would have been 
coloured by the ordinariness of it all -its repertoire and its performance -despite the guiding 
spirit of its well respected organist and choirmaster, C J R Coleman. Lacking a detailed
Britten sang in at least one choir at Gresham’s but it is clear from his diaries that choral singing was of 
marginal importance.
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account of the musical life of St John’s, Lowestoft does not preclude one from reaching a 
reasonable assumption as to the ordinariness of it based on what is generally known; 
sufficient documentation survives about the musical activities of Low Church parish churches 
to make these assumptions reliable. There was certainly no harbouring of ambition here to 
promote an elite attitude to music in any way comparable to a cathedral. Music in the Low 
Church was primarily a means to underline the emotional and personal experience of 
Christian worship. It could often be found wanting in sentiment and technical quality and has 
indeed been criticised for these perceived failings, something to which Temperley (1979) is 
particularly sensitive; but these were not its priorities. The priories were the involvement of its 
performers and listeners, not least through the singing of hymns, and of relishing the power of 
music to move the emotions. In this context, the anthem (which has been considered in 
general previously and will be considered in more detail in chapter VIII) was not a precious 
object or a sublime moment in an act of worship as it was at a cathedral service, something 
that Davies and Ley (1933) had urged the more ambitious parish churches to strive for (see 
chapter IV). It was simply an enjoyable interlude; a modest musical offering performed 
honestly, sincerely and feelingly by people one knew. Any perceived flaw in its construction 
or in its execution was compensated for by the congregation in the knowledge that it was a 
message of faith.
Is unlikely that any liturgical music Britten heard at his local church performed by the local 
church choir provided any kind of stimulating musical response; it was, in all probability, 
both ordinary and mundane. Any notion that the anthem was intended to be an elevating or 
sacred experience would have been alien. From this, it might naturally follow that Britten felt 
no compulsion to write anything that was so ordinary and mundane, specifically for the 
liturgy at this time, since the sheer ordinariness of the situation was not in the least stimulating 
to him. Britten’s nature tended to regard music as possessing an almost magical property, one 
with life-giving power. His rapturous responses to stimulating musical experiences are vividly 
captured in his diaries; they were clearly epiphanies in his life. Revealingly, no liturgical 
music performed at St John’s elicited any such response.
This culture o f ‘ordinariness’, typical of Low Churchmanship, has another side. Liturgical 
music which has no aspiration to be special and no distinguishing marks of reverence, causes 
a levelling effect. Thereby, non-liturgical music, which appears to stimulate in a positive 
manner (and this might not amount to anything more profound than a general feeling of 
joyfulness) and has only a passing connection to Christianity, could be used to serve an act of 
worship. It can function as if it were genuine liturgical music -the term Secular Liturgical
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Music, coined in chapter II, was devised to embrace this repertoire. The tendency for this type 
of equalisation between liturgical and non-liturgical music, provided it stayed within certain 
bounds (i.e. those defined by the Tradition) clearly forms a significant part of the Parish 
Church Tradition. Such music would not have to bear the more typical traits of cathedral 
music. Whilst it is true that Britten didn’t compose anything specifically for the church’s 
liturgy in his youth, several of his pieces from this period would not appear out of place 
within an act of Christian worship, particularly Low Church worship, and could aspire to the 
status of liturgical music. Although Britten may not have specifically labelled them liturgical 
musical items, it is difficult to believe that performance in church was not in his mind when 
composing A Hymn to the Virgin (1930), and possibly The Sycamore Tree (1930, rev. 1967), 
as well. It would be their natural habitat. (In fact both items were first performed at St John’s 
Church in Lowestoft though at a concert rather than a church service.)
The issue of Britten’s Christian beliefs has been dealt with in detail by Allen (2002) and 
Elliott (2006) and has been reviewed, in brief, in chapter II. They remain somewhat elusive -  
it can be argued that Allen and Elliot reached very different conclusions about the direction in 
which Britten’s spiritual beliefs took him. Whatever the true state of Britten’s spirituality, it 
was clearly no hindrance to him in writing music for the Anglican and Roman Catholic 
liturgy. Nor did it prevent him from setting texts with clear relevance to Christian themes. All 
this music bears the hallmarks of sincerity and conviction and it would be wholly 
uncharacteristic of the composer to compose any music without both.
There does not appear to be any dramatic event in Britten’s spiritual life that led to the 
cessation of his composing liturgical music specifically for the church between 1962, the year 
in which he wrote A Hymn o f St CoJumba and Psalm 150, and 1971. No spiritual significance 
need be attached to Britten’s decision to accede to a request from Faber to revise realisations 
of two of Bach’s Spiritual Songs for them to publish in the New Catholic Hymnal in 1971. 
This was not a sign of a revival of faith; it was simply a practical, professional task which 
enabled two short examples of Bach’s art to become available to a wider worshipping public. 
There were plenty of Britten’s other works between 1962 and 1971 which clearly indicated 
that spiritual issues were central to his life. In his final decade Britten was noticeably 
compelled to devote his energies more and more to projects which had a deeply personal 
significance to him. Churchgoing was no longer of deep personal significance so it is quite 
understandable that liturgical music commanded very little of that energy.
Britten’s various motivations for composing individual liturgical music items are investigated 
more fully in conjunction with the detailed analysis of them. Here too, the stylistic and
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aesthetic considerations which provided the background for them -which include Britten’s 
understanding and use of the Anglican Church Music Tradition -are carefully examined. An 
explanation is offered as to how Britten’s Secular Liturgical Music takes its place with 
apparent naturalness alongside the Liturgical Music Proper, largely avoiding any friction 
which might have been thought to exist when music conceived for a secular environment is 
exported into sacred spaces.
Conclusion
Britten wrote his liturgical music, very consciously, against the background of the musical 
tradition(s) of the Anglican Church. This, of course, does not mean that Britten enjoyed or 
admired all the music he heard in church. In all probability, very little of it impressed him; but 
from it he absorbed certain stylistic characteristics from which to draw when composing for 
the liturgy himself.
Britten’s music for the liturgy of Anglican Church should be scrutinised with an eye on and 
ear to its relationship to the Tradition’s totemic objects. Elements of compliance, 
conservatism, pastiche, revision, opposition and novelty acquire, thereby, contextual meaning.
102
VIII The Anglican Anthem: the measure of Traditional Anglican church 
music
The anthem has a prime musical importance in Anglican worship. Gatens (1986) regards 
anthems (along with the ‘service’) as “the most artistically ambitious types of music forming 
a normal part of Anglican choral worship... if the Anglican repertory is to be assessed as 
sacred art, it is on services and anthems that the case must rest” (pp. vii-viii). The anthem 
derived from the motet, a vocal or choral setting of a Bible or religious text, but was an 
Anglican reinvention of it. It was intended to replace, completely, the motet which bore the 
stain of Roman Catholicism. Crucially, the anthem has always been a setting of English. 
Anthems were established as a legitimate musical contribution to the liturgy under the 
protestant Tudors. They policed cathedral foundations to ensure that the anthem was indeed 
sung in English, avoided texts in praise of the Virgin Mary, and was not so musically 
complicated as to hinder a clear presentation of the text. (See Wilson Dickson 1997, pp. 104- 
110.) This constitutes a remarkably rich repertoire of music from all musical periods of 
Anglican church history from the Reformation up to the present day, excepting the 
Commonwealth period which forbade the use of anthems in church. Anthems are neither the 
sole property of the cathedral or the parish church; both institutions have inspired the 
composition of anthems and together they represent the whole range of musical styles 
characteristic of the Anglican Church Music Tradition.
As discussed in previous chapters, it was at the Chapel Royal and in the parish churches that 
the anthem was allowed to flower into an item unashamedly influenced by secular music. 
When these influences became obtrusive and began to trouble the conscience of more 
conservative church musicians there was an inevitable reaction. That reaction was always 
strongly enforced in the cathedrals. Popular influences were discouraged there for fear that the 
essentially reserved and selfless style of true church music would be corrupted.
The anthem repertoire includes masterpieces and mediocre works, an inevitable consequence 
of the chequered history and accompanying Tradition of the Anglican Church. Certain periods 
could lay legitimate claim to a majority of the masterpieces: the late Tudor period and the 
Restoration period -especially anthems produced for the Chapel Royal under Charles II, for 
example. Certain periods seemed dogged by substandard musical production. The Hanoverian 
and Victorian repertoire is often disappointingly dull although Gatens (1986) is a convincing 
apologist for the Victorian cathedral repertoire. He argues that it is currently as much a victim 
of a late twentieth century bias as the Tudor and Restoration repertoire was of Victorian bias.
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The twentieth century has produced its fair share of mediocre work particularly where, either 
the restraining characteristics of the Tradition have seemingly stunted the creative fantasy of 
composers, or where democratically influenced ideals have given popular music-styles -with 
very relaxed attitudes to technical competency or genuine invention -a  public platform. The 
twentieth century has, on the other hand, benefitted from liberalising latitude which has led to 
the commissioning of high quality anthems by composers who have only a peripheral 
attachment to the Anglican Church or, in some instances, none at all. The repertoire has been 
enriched by the work of Kenneth Leighton (1929-1988) and William Matthias (1934-1922) to 
name but two. This liberalising spirit is exemplified by the remarkable endeavours of the 
Anglican cleric Walter Hussey (1909-1985) who was, single-handedly, responsible for 
commissioning church music from, amongst others: Britten, Tippett, Lennox Berkeley, 
Arnold, Walton and Bernstein. Without this spirit of liberalisation it is doubtful Britten would 
have been motivated to write much, if any liturgical church music after 1935.
Cathedrals, particularly sensitive to the encroachment of secular music influences, have not 
been quick to include in their repertoires anthems written in the Parish Church Tradition 
which display uninhibited secular traits. It is cautious conservatism, rather than any petty 
snobbishness, than has prevented this. At certain times, however (particularly when there was 
a more democratic distribution of wealth), some parish churches, despite slender musical 
resources, have sought to emulate the musical practices of cathedrals. Nothing demonstrates 
this more clearly than the migration of anthems written for the Cathedral Tradition to the 
Parish Church tradition.
Temperley identifies, in the collections of music used by parish church choirs (around 1720), 
anthems by Farrant, Byrd and Tallis; items taken directly from the cathedral repertoire. (See 
Temperley 1979, p. 165.) As early as 1716, the influential High Church clergyman Dr 
Thomas Bisse was promoting the idea that the cathedral service and its music provided a 
template for how it should be done universally in the Anglican Church:
The idea that parish churches should imitate cathedrals was new, but it was taken up 
by many musicians in town and country during the next hundred years, and would 
gather further strength in the early decades of the nineteenth century.
Temperley 1979, p. 105
104
The Church Anthem Book and The New Church Anthem Book
This convergence -o r the encouragement to converge -o f  the Parish Tradition and the 
Cathedral Tradition was a continuing phenomenon, made ever more attractive by the higher 
standards being achieved by cathedral choirs. This was particularly noticeable by the 
beginning the twentieth century. But total convergence was hardly achievable and not 
universally desirable either. Whilst a number of parish churches would no doubt strive 
diligently to imitate cathedral-like services, others clearly enjoyed the relative independence 
that the status of parish church granted them to perform a broader, less solemn repertoire of 
music.
The degree to which the parish church, in the early twentieth century, was encouraged to 
succumb to the cathedral repertoire -and suppress the natural development of its own -can be 
gauged by the contents of a very significant publication of 1933, which has been mentioned 
several times before: The Church Anthem Book, edited by Walford Davies and Henry G Ley.^ 
This was designed primarily for the use of parish choirs and, included within, are anthems by 
Gibbons, Purcell, Boyce, Greene, Ouseley, Goss and S S Wesley, composers who formed the 
core of the cathedral repertoire at the time. The ‘Supplementary list of suitable anthems’ given 
is also almost entirely drawn from the cathedral repertoire and includes anthems by Battishill, 
S Wesley, Stanford and Bullock. The music in The Church Anthem Book by modem 
composers (Harris, Armstrong Gibbs and Vaughan Williams) offers a very useful guide -  
particularly when compared to contemporary music being written for the concert hall by 
composers such as Strauss, Ravel, Stravinsky -as to the style of contemporary music that was 
considered by the editors both “beautiful and fitting” (p. iii) (i.e. music of decomm) for 
Anglican worship. Harris’s O What Their Joy, for example, offers nothing novel in its 
melody, harmony or texture. It is almost totally devoid of lithe musical energy and genuine 
musical invention but is distinguished in its disciplined counterpoint. Armstrong Gibbs’s 
Christ, Whose Glory contains examples of the composer’s lyrical gift and introduces modal 
colouration characteristic of his style, but is otherwise very conventional and unremarkable. 
Of all the new items in The Church Anthem Book, Vaughan Williams’ Let us now Praise 
Famous Men probably comes closest in spirit to genuine parish church music (in contrast to 
cathedral music) than any other. The march character of the setting is decidedly secular in
’ Davies (1869-1941) was a chorister at St George’s Chapel, Windsor and held important organist posts (but not 
in a cathedral) for many years. Ley (1887-1962) was also a chorister at St George’s and later held an organ 
scholarship at Oxford. He became organist at Christ Church Cathedral, Oxford in 1909.
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spirit. It is a bizarre choice for an anthem collection (which is possibly why it appears more 
like parish church music, which has often a maverick quality), comprising a unison choral line 
(capable of being sung in unison comfortably only by sopranos and tenors) with piano 
accompaniment.^ Nowhere is it discernable that Vaughan Williams has compromised his 
natural musical style to obey the musical protocol of a Tradition-bound institution. His Let us 
Praise is genuinely democratic -in  the sense of being “of a simplified kind of writing”  ^-in  its 
aesthetic. The traits of hardiness and folk-tone inspired lyricism, associated with many of the 
composer’s songs, are in evidence.
What The Church Anthem Book of 1933 shows is that parish church choirs were encouraged 
(through publications like The Church Anthem Book and through the encouragement of 
leading church musicians) to stay very close to the standards and aesthetics of the Cathedral 
Tradition and not stray into musical territory that might encourage ‘unsuitable’ influences to 
invade. In this sense. The Church Anthem Book is a piece of propaganda. It was not simply a 
collection of anthems under one cover which appeared to be representative of the repertoire; 
its choice of musical items sanctioned an ‘approved style’ -approved by two cathedral- 
minded musicians -deemed appropriate for use in parish churches. This effectively suffocated 
a spirit of genuine parish church music and undoubtedly fuelled the frustration that eventually 
caused the group of church musicians and clerics who formed the Twentieth Century Church 
Light Music Group to challenge conservatism (see chapter VI). Their impact on the Tradition 
has been assessed. It is a moot point as to whether the group’s challenge would have been so 
radical (or prompted so sharp a division in the Anglican Church) if reforms of church music 
originating in the Victorian period (as discussed in chapter IV) had not so effectively 
suppressed the urge to keep pace, to some extent at least, with trends in secular music and 
social fashions in society.
Almost sixty years later, in 1992, Lionel Dakers"  ^edited The New Church Anthem Book which 
was intended to supplant the earlier publication. In the preface, Dakers expressed the view 
that The New Church Anthem Book would, sixty years on, be thought to be “obviously very 
much a child of its time” (p. v). It is hard to understand how Dakers could think that a 
collection of anthems which included nothing remotely contemporary was remotely ‘a child 
of its time’. Considering the inroads popular music had made in the parish church by 1992,
 ^Vaughan Williams wrote Famous Men as a hymn tune for the hymn book Songs o f  Praise, 1925.
 ^Definition from the entry ‘demos’, Chambers twentieth Century Dictionary, ed. Macdonald, 1977, p. 344.
 ^Lionel Dakers (1924-2003) had been a pupil o f Edward Bairstow at York Minster. He was organist at Exeter 
Cathedral before becoming director o f the Royal School o f Church Music, an organisation dedicated to assisting 
parish church musicians.
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and Dakers’s contention that his new collection was “representative”, it is an astonishing 
statement. It reinforces the isolation Traditionalists chose for themselves and inflicted on 
others. The New Church Anthem Book shows only the slightest hint of contemporary 
influence by the inclusion of Rutter’s light-weight ^  Gaelic Blessing and How’s coyly 
syncopated Praise, O Praise. Nothing demonstrates the force and longevity of the 
conservative tendencies of Anglican Church Music Tradition more vividly than Dakers’s 
choice of music selected for The New Church Anthem Book. It too should be viewed as a 
propaganda document. It is not “representative” of the music as it was in the Anglican parish 
church of 1992; it is an idealised version of what Dakers believed it should be.
Dakers was forthright about his dislike and mistrust of ‘pop’ and its corrosive effect on a 
tradition he demonstratively considered good and valuable. In a book published in 1991, 
Parish Music, which might usefully be read as a companion to the collection of anthems in 
the 1992 publication, Dakers writes:
‘Pop’ church music appeals in great profusion and is surrounded by a special type of 
glamour which woos the unsuspecting... Many see the current vogue for groups and 
choruses as an unedifying distraction in the context of worship. They view it as 
something alien and a threat in itself to the establishment -both of which is probably 
true.
Dakers 1991, pp. 63-64
It is no surprise, therefore, to find in The New Church Anthem Book music by Gibbons, 
Purcell, Goss, S S Wesley and Harris,^ whose Anglican Church Music credentials had been 
sanctioned by the original Church Anthem Book. Of the modem composers, the presence of 
music by Matthias and Leighton demonstrates that at least Anglican music had progressed to 
the point where unresolved dissonance was accepted as a legitimate expressive means. 
Meanwhile, the contemporary contributions of Harrison Oxley and Andrew Cater remain 
determinately tonal and, although well crafted, musically unremarkable and essentially jejune.
Although these publications are important (the earlier one probably more so because parish 
church choirs still flourished at the time of its publication -they were heavily in decline by the 
1990s) they presented only a selection from the repertoire; a careful and considered selection 
that the editors -who were decidedly cathedral biased -promoted as ‘the best’. A huge 
repertoire of other anthems, good and bad, was sung weekly throughout the Anglican
 ^Harris’s anthem O What Their Joy, item 75 in The Church Anthem Book, was omitted from The New Church 
Anthem Book in favour o f three other anthems by him. Whilst none o f them contain music o f any real originality 
they are all shorter and thereby sustain their ‘sublime’ character more convincingly.
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community. This, no doubt, stretched the stylistic limits of what the Anglican Church stood 
for musically in directions the editors of The Church Anthem Book and The New Church 
Anthem Book would not have approved, acknowledged or even recognised as true Anglican 
music. This was particularly true after 1955 when ‘the anthem’ might amount to a religious 
pop song, delivered through microphones and amplifiers by musicians who had never 
received training.
It is against this background rather than a background provided solely by the carefully 
airbrushed, idealised style of the 1933 Church Anthem BookihSit the anthems of Britten have 
to be measured. What that publication failed to reflect was a legacy of independence and 
broadness of mind characteristic of the Parish Church Tradition. It is these qualities which 
provide a context for Britten’s liturgical music more immediately recognisable than the 
insularity which preserved a certain stylistic decorum appropriate to liturgical music but 
which hindered, in the process, the energising potential of new ideas.
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Villa Britten’s Anthems 
Selfless art and Benjamin Britten
As chapter III revealed; latterly, S S Wesley’s attitude to composing Anglican liturgical music 
emphasised his commitment to a core Christian virtue: humility. Humility, if not actually 
essential, remains a priority virtue for a composer who wishes to remain in tune with the 
Anglican Church Music Tradition-ideal. Humility for a creative artist involves a selflessness 
which allows him or her to present art-works which serve others above self. Britten was an 
artist who had an unusually strong need to serve. This was a common theme of his public 
speeches and one which was often aired in interviews. Britten expressed service in terms of 
the usefulness of his music:
I believe that the artist must be consciously a human being. He is part of society and 
he should not lock himself up in an ivory tower... I want my music to be used. I would 
much rather -this seems perhaps a silly thing to say -but I would rather have my 
music used than write masterpieces which were not used.
Britten 1968/Kildea 2003, p. 311
In order for it to be used, to be appreciated, music has to have a direct appeal. Britten was 
clearly aware that, for this to happen, there had to be a viable contact with his listeners. In the 
following exchange, in an interview of 1960 with Lord Harewood for BBC radio, Britten 
indicates that this ‘contact’, although essential for his art, need not be patronising or dull; that 
there should be challenges but that these should be capable of being surmounted:
HAREWOOD: When you write music, whether it’s to commission or for a particular 
occasion...do you ever think in terms of the public which is going to hear it?
BRITTEN: It’s a difficult question to answer simply and concisely. Obviously one does 
consider one’s public... On the other hand you see, one doesn’t write music that is 
calculated to please them. I don’t write a tune and think ‘Oh yes. Aunt Mary’s going to 
like that tune very much,’ On the other hand I perhaps don’t write a tune that would be 
so complicated that Aunt Mary^ won’t know where one’s going.
Kildea 2003, p. 185
One can detect different degrees of selflessness in different pieces Britten’s of music (pieces 
where Aunt Mary would more easily know where her nephew ‘was going’). There is more 
obvious popular appeal in, for example The Little Sweep (1949) than in Songs and Proverbs
’ The playwright Terence Rattigan (1911-1977) also (in 1955) invented an aunt, Aunt Edna, who similarly 
functioned as an arbiter o f taste and understanding. See Darlow 2000, pp. 310-311 and 331-332. Perhaps 
Britten’s fictitious aunt was inspired by Rattigan’s fairly high profile example.
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o f William Blake (1965); the former seems designed to serve a less specialist listening 
audience than the latter? What one cannot detect, however, is any significant degree of 
poverty of invention for the less specialised work; Britten seemed to be stimulated as much by 
the opportunity to write in a way that made contact to more ordinary listeners as he did when 
making contact with more informed listeners. Limitations or restrictions imposed by 
performing resources, circumstances, or the expected contact-experiences of the goal 
audience were not suppressants to Britten’s creative imagination; in fact the opposite was 
often true:
During the act of composition one is continually referring back to the conditions of 
performance... -the acoustics and the forces available, the techniques of the 
instruments and the voices -such questions occupy one’s attention continuously, and 
certainly affect the stuff of the music and in my experience are not only a restriction, 
but a challenge, an inspiration.... I prefer to study the conditions of my performance 
and shape my music to them.
Britten 1964, p. 13^
These sentiments and statements augur well for a composer who decided to accept 
commissions from the Anglican Church with the intention of serving it rather than subverting 
it. Britten could be labelled ‘selfless’ in a way Wesley would have recognised the application. 
Britten, it has been established, understood the Tradition of Anglican church music. Up to 
1935, writing music for the Anglican liturgy would have seemed a wholly natural thing for a 
churchgoing composer, wishing to establish himself, to do. After 1935, when Britten 
effectively stopped going to church, a special stimulus was needed to persuade him to 
compose for it. In fact there were two important stimuli: the first was Britten’s evolving 
philosophy of servitude, of the need to be useful -and Britten clearly saw liturgical music as 
useful as it was so central to public worship which was still popular at the time; the second 
was the personal persuasion of Walter Hussey whose notion of the “closer connection 
between the arts and the church”, as Britten described it a letter to Hussey in 1943 (Hussey 
1985, p. 5), appeared to complement the first. Coupled to Britten’s psychological need to give 
expression to religious beliefs, it is not at all surprising that when a commission came from 
the right quarter to compose liturgical music -from a friend or for a circumstance Britten had 
sympathy with -he responded positively to it. Of the nine works discussed below, five were 
commissioned liturgical works (Liturgical Music Proper) and all of these post-date Britten’s
 ^John Steane described Songs and Proverbs o f  William Blake as one o f “Britten’s most unaccommodating 
works” (2010, p. 85)
 ^The Aspen Award speech is also reproduced in Kildea 2003, pp. 255-63.
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withdrawal from regular church worship. Britten brought to these pieces, in particular, an 
understanding of the function of liturgical music as observed by an informed outsider. It is 
crucial to recall from where that information was gathered.
A,M.D.G,f Whoso Dwelleth under the Defence of the Most High, Deus in adjutorium 
meum, Hymn to St Cecilia, A Wedding Anthem (Amo Ergo Sum), Hymn to St Peter, 
Antiphon, A Hymn of St Columba, Rejoice in the Lamb (Festival Cantata).
A,M,D, G,
A.M.D.G. (1939) was not conceived as liturgical music but the texts certainly suggest that a 
liturgy would provide a natural setting for its performance today. Of the seven movements, at 
least three (‘Prayer I’, ‘Rosa Mystica’ and ‘Prayer II’) make suitable anthems. Although this 
is a reasonable proposition, it is necessary to consider in which section of the Anglican 
Church these anthems would most successfully function. Additionally, one needs to assess if 
Hopkins’s text and Britten’s music to it necessarily suggest the same destination. Hopkins 
himself was a Jesuit priest and his texts distinctly non-Anglican in theological outlook. This 
suggests that a High Church setting (or Anglo Catholic -the surviving remnant of the Oxford 
Movement) would be appropriate. This does not automatically suggest a cathedral setting, for 
this requires an examination of the style of the music.
A.M.D.G. was the first extended a cappella choral work Britten undertook after completing A 
Boy was Born (1933), which is considered in chapter X. A considerable stylistic change can 
be recognised between the pieces; the musical language of the later work is generally far more 
direct and simple. Formally, the later work is more transparent too; autonomous themes and 
strong tonal definition contribute significantly to this. A.M.D.G. includes some character 
pieces: pastiches -an Aria, (Prayer I), a Waltz-Scherzo (‘Rosa Mystica’), and a March (‘The 
Soldier’). These give the work a more popular style than A Boy and suggest that, despite the 
texts’ High Church leanings, it is the lower end of the parish church which would be most 
receptive to their style. The Parish Church Tradition, it is recalled, was not entirely against the 
employing of popular style as part of a cultural pact between the choir and the congregation. 
Also, in more elevated circumstances, the composers of the Restoration Chapel Royal were 
actually encouraged to compose fashionable music (which included the employment of 
secular popular styles). While this style of repertoire was not particularly characteristic of
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Cathedral Tradition music (hence its partial suppression by Stainer at St Paul’s Cathedral? 
amongst others) an imitation of it was, for a while, much enjoyed in the parish church. In 
Britten’s A.M.D.G Ûïqvq is, therefore, a seeming mismatch between the High Church (Anglo 
Catholic) text and the Middle to Low Church parish musical style. Furthermore, clear 
references to two recognisable church music types in two of the movements, ‘Prayer IF and 
‘O Deus, Ego Amo Te’ -plainsong and the Anglican chant -also suggest two different classes 
of Anglican churchmanship: High Church and Middle. Whereas such sharply defined 
differences would once (particularly from the late Victorian era up until 1955) have made it 
difficult to place Britten’s A.M.D.G. comfortably, either to the right or to the left in the 
Anglican Tradition (the work is suspended between the two), nowadays it is easier simply to 
absorb the evocative power of the music detached from these contextual concerns. Britten’s 
v4.MD.Ghas benefitted from the progress of time. It has become possible to appreciate the 
appropriateness of Britten’s employment of certain musical types -which belong to certain 
places and spaces and bear the badges of Tradition -as a general proposition rather than a 
specific and therefore restrictive one. This sweeps away some previous, heavily prejudicial 
judgement concerning style.
At the time of its composition, Britten wasn’t writing a work specifically for the church so 
such problems of style did not concern him in the least; A.M.D. G. was written for the Round 
Table Singers, “a group... Pears planned to form in England” (Headington 1993, p. 90).
After Britten left the RCM in 1933 he was in need of income. Having determined to work 
solely as a composer, this often meant taking on work where high artistic ideals had to be 
secondary to practical requirements; an inevitable utilitarian attitude had to be adopted. Some 
financial reward came when Britten signed with the music publisher Boosey & Hawkes in 
1935, not so much from royalties (which were meagre) as from the composing work for 
documentary films that Ralph Hawkes personally secured for Britten as a result of his 
association with the publishing firm.^ The work immediately brought useful income, some 
extremely valuable experience and, through it, Britten made important contacts; the most 
important being with W H Auden. The pressure of deadlines meant Britten could no longer 
afford to agonise over his compositions (which his diary entries indicate he frequently did 
with important projects) nor indulge in extensive revisions. The music had to be as right as it
Dibble reports that, when Stainer took over as choirmaster at St Paul’s Cathedral, “Much of the music... o f  
Boyce and Arnold fell into disuse ... as did the music o f Greene, Wise, Blow and a good deal o f Purcell” (2007, 
pp. 189-90).
 ^See Wallace, Boosey & Hawkes; The publishing story, 2007, p. 12.
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could first time and pared down to essentials. Britten was no stranger to discipline but the type 
of discipline required for this ‘instant music’ was quite different fi*om the discipline Britten 
had worked to as a student at the RCM. In addition, and most significantly for Britten’s future 
developments as a composer, the work also called for a wide variety of musical response 
which demanded the requisition, without prejudice, of a broad array of musical genres.
This musical apprenticeship was every bit as important to Britten’s development as his 
lessons with Bridge and his studies at (and extra mural to) the RCM. The acquisition of the 
ability to find musical ideas which were linkable to or highly suggestive of actions, images 
and even concepts was a decisive preparation for the fiiture operatic composer. Where these 
ideas might originate (a visual stimulation,^ a textual one, an onomatopoeic one, or 
‘borrowed’, imitated or parodied from a musical one^) did not seem to concern Britten at all; 
what mattered was the effectiveness and functionality of the end product. How original the 
music might sound was a peripheral consideration. Although bom of a completely different 
situation, the last two attitudes are almost exactly those of the Anglican church musician; 
originality was not a primary concern (selfless art); its function within the liturgy was what 
mattered. Britten was never timid where eclectic borrowing was concerned; he had no fear 
that his individuality would be seriously compromised or swamped.
For Britten to choose to set the poetry of Gerard Manley Hopkins (1844-1889) seems curious. 
The obscurity of Hopkins’s writing, coloured by his superior intellect,^ his theological 
thinking and his indebtedness to the Welsh language (which he had taught himself) and Welsh 
poetry (which gave Hopkins what he described as “the echo of a new rhythm” )^, all appear 
formidable challenges for a composer; even one with Britten’s sensitivity to poetry and 
experience of setting far from straightforward texts. It is possible Britten had his interest in 
Hopkins aroused by his involvement in two radio presentations The Company o f Heaven 
(1937), and The World o f the Spirit (1938). In the earlier production there was a reading of a 
passage of Hopkins and, in the later production, Britten actually set a text by Hopkins which
 ^Reed coins the term ‘imagistic development’ for this phenomenon, see Reed 2007, p. 11.
 ^In addition to more generalised styles: Waltz, March, Blues, popular dance music styles, the exploitation o f  
nationalist styles, e.g. Russian in Russian Funeral (1936), Irish in Irish Reel (1936), Britten appropriated actual 
composed music too, e.g. Rossini for film music written in 1935 which re-modelled and amplified eventually 
formed Soirées musicales (1936) and Matinées musicales (1941).
 ^A lecturer at Balliol College Oxford, where Hopkins read classics, described him as “the star o f Balliol”. (Safra 
1998, Vol. 6, p. 54)
^Ibid.
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10he was to set again in A.M.D. G. : ‘The World is charged with the grandeur of God’. The 
posthumously published score of A.M.D.G. comprises seven settings" two of which Britten 
had abandoned work on and crossed out.
‘Prayer I’
The aria component of ‘Prayer T is a tender, lyrical line for which Mahler may have provided 
a model. The accompanying chorale material provides a harmonic context for the aria which, 
at one point (bars 7-9), results in a conflict characteristic in Britten, i.e. one in which 
traditional tonal harmonic procedures are manipulated to unfold in unorthodox manner. Here, 
two strata pursue the same harmonic agenda, to cadence on the dominant chord A major, but 
do so by two different routes: the melody a diatonic one, the harmony a chromatic one. The 
underlying conventional tonality of ‘Prayer F, confirmed by the frequency of common triads, 
(I V I (flattened-II) Y fV  V I) is crucial to the expressive effectiveness of such moments. In the 
compressed coda, in bars 18-19, is an example of a typically inventive Britten 
circumnavigation of the simplest of voice-leading procedures, G-sharp to A, by taking a route 
which involves whole-tones, and which replaces one half-step by six whole-steps, and allows 
for the colourful expansion of the word “Glory”. The final cadence is more than a foreground 
reinterpretation of the prototypical Anglican plagal cadence; it is also a neat memento of the 
most memorable chromatic inflection of the main melody: ex. Villa. 1. Evans found that “the 
climax (‘the Holy Ghost...’) relapses into cliché” (1989, p. 562). What Evans perceived as a 
lapse, the legacy perhaps of hasty hack-work, or perhaps an ill-managed parody, nonetheless 
results in a passage which would have appealed directly to an Anglican church-musician of 
the time, since it agreeably suppresses pronounced individualism.
‘Rosa Mystica’
A pedal pitch-class A is sustained throughout most of ‘Rosa Mystica’, sung in a manner 
imitating fervid Rosary prayer where words become a jumble. It is almost a minatory mumble 
which counteracts the reassuring sweetness of the ubiquitous parallel thirds which deliver the 
dancing waltz-like main melody. There is much play on the duality of pitch-class A as either 
fifth of Aeolian D or third of F major which vie for the status as tonic and create a feeling of
The setting of ‘The World is Charged’ in The World o f  the Spirit is not considered here since it cannot 
function as Anglican liturgical music. However, there are certain musical likenesses between the two settings
which are o f interest. Perhaps the most telling is the prominence o f the “seared” motif, referred to later. 
” Britten suggested a total o f six when he wrote to Ralph Hawkes in August 1939 but in October wrote 
Andersen about his “8 religious part songs” (see ed. Mitchell/Reed 1991, p. 692 and 720).
114
instability. Pitch-class A is dislodged twice in ‘Rosa Mystica’: between bars 106 to 126 and 
between bars 156 to 168. The mechanism by which this is achieved is especially interesting in 
the first instance. Pitch-class A, when functioning as a pedal, makes no claim to being a 
contrapuntal voice in the texture; it remains in the middle of the texture so far as the structure 
is concerned, irrespective of its actual position. But the tone al always has a prominent role as 
a melodic tone in the soprano voice, so when the music settles on a unison pitch-class A, (bar 
94) with al in the soprano, it is possible to transfer the burden of pitch-class A’s pedal 
function into the upper, contrapuntal strand of the structure i.e. the melody, and follow its 
destiny, now as melody. The melody eventually spans an octave through a chain of minor 
thirds. The unburdening of the pedal A allows harmonic variety to enter into the heart of the 
setting, a welcome contrast to the sparsely chromatic main body of the piece in which only the 
chromatic pitches D-flat, E-flat and B-natural are admitted but which bear “much expressive 
capital” as Mark points out (1995, p. 166). In the other episode, where pitch-class A is 
dislodged, the bass takes the burden of the pedal and carries it from A to a with a prolongation 
of A-flat for seven bars. Even at this late stage in the movement, thirteen bars from the end of 
a one hundred and eighty bar piece, this has the power to suggest that A could be the tonic 
(and not Aeolian D or F) and that A-flat (as G-sharp) is the leading tone.
Clearly evident in the main melody of ‘Rosa Mystica’, with its unashamed reliance on triadic 
shape, sequence and step motion, is the simplicity Britten was more or less forced to cultivate 
(perhaps with little reluctance) in the years immediately following his RCM training but 
which was to feature ever more strongly in his musical style over the next few years.
‘God’s Grandeur’
In Christ’s Nativity (1931) (also considered in chapter X) Britten appeared to be applying to 
his original work techniques learned through the completion of academic exercises, e.g. the 
constructing of a Mass for double choir in Palestrina style. This shows a natural desire to find 
value as a composer in the laborious discipline of working within strict rules. In the 
movement called ‘Preparations’, Britten found a new theme for each new portion of the text 
and used these to construct a sustained polyphonic section of the movement. Each new theme 
exploited the same consciously limited pool of material and was consequently (and 
uncharacteristically for Britten) somewhat abstract in aspect. ‘God’s Grandeur’, written some 
seven years later, appears to have been written with the same basic principle in mind; a new 
theme for each portion of the text, each derived from an equally limited pool of basic
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material. The two pieces also employ a ‘rallying’ or motto theme. In ‘Preparations’ this was a 
particularly necessary mortar due to the confusing array of material distributed amongst eight 
independent parts. The theme comprises six tones but only four different pitches, its rhythmic 
profile common place. It is the product of over-zealous economy. In ‘God’s Grandeur’ the 
motto theme (ex. VIIIa.2) performs a similar function to the one in ‘Preparations’ but is more 
flexibly constructed for the purpose. It has two distinct halves, x andy, which can either 
appear consecutively, as at the start of the setting, or be presented independently, effectively 
offering a two-in-one motto theme. This flexibility is of considerable advantage in the 
construction of a piece in which so many themes, approximately one for each new portion of 
text, require a unifying coagulant. Another virtue of the ‘God’s Grandeur’ unifying theme is 
its distinctness. The arpeggio shape of the initial G minor triad (x) appears perverse and 
exaggerated but it is unmistakably individual and memorable, which is key to its technical 
function. The rhythmic character of the shape is undistinguished in itself but stands out 
against the predominant quaver activity of the setting. The second half of the theme (y) is 
undistinguished, melodically, but it has a very distinctive rhythm which includes syncopation; 
this plays a significant role in the jagged energy of ‘God’s Grandeur’."  Later, this y  motif is 
mutated into a chromatic version, inspired by the words “bleared” and “smeared” (fi*om bar 
25). The mutation occurs through a series of carefully managed stages -ex.VIIIa.3. The 
repeatability of the “with the grandeur of God” y motif is a useful mnemonic and provides 
energised prolongation of a single harmony. This energy device is highly characteristic of 
Britten. It is the energy of much of Britten’s liturgical music which sets it so far apart from the 
norm of Anglican Music, particularly the Cathedral Tradition. It was a notable feature of 
some of the music of the Restoration Chapel Royal but, as we are reminded, was generally 
thought too ‘secular’ a feature to remain desirable in the Tradition. One of Britten’s legacies 
to Anglican Music was his injection of energy. On top of the actual physical energy required 
to sing ‘God’s Grandeur’, the uncluttered texture, for much of the time reduced to three parts 
only, makes certain confrontations in the counterpoint easier to discern. These confrontations 
comprise challenges to the relative passivity of major and minor triads. When semitones (or 
minor ninths) clash it is not only the ‘beats’ in the air which are uncomfortable, it is also the 
buffeting of tonality itself. Such tensions would be much harder to manage if the tonality of 
‘God’s Grandeur’ was unsettled, a point which can be demonstrated by comparing it with the 
earlier ‘Preparations’, which opted for a flexible tonality. Here, ideas were fused into the
Musically speaking, the order of Britten’s ideas is the reverse o f Hopkins’s: the ‘grandeur’ occurs first and the 
‘charge’ i.e. the charged syncopations, come second.
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whole, but consonances had little currency as consonances since they could not be identified 
as functioning members of a tonal scheme. The delicate mesh of counterpoint was but 
indifferently anchored to a tonal background. Integrity was based on recurring melodic cells 
and not to a reference to a tonal structure. In ‘God’s Grandeur’, even the most chromatic 
foreground action is governed by a clearly tonal background, as exemplified by the analysis of 
bars 24-33: ex. VHIa.3. The difference of approach of these two similarly constructed pieces 
shows a distinct migration away fi*om structures determined by strong thematic unification of 
surface events to structures more heavily dependent on background structure; more 
specifically, tonal structure.
As an intellectual composition, ‘Preparations’ is arguably the finer achievement but, as 
musical drama, where the listener can follow the action (melodic and harmonic) clearly,
‘God’s Grandeur’ is more successful.
In bars 103-111, the common major triads make a particularly effective point in repairing, at 
last, the fi-actured triad of motif x. The fade ending is clearly a technique Britten carried over 
fi*om his writing for film.
‘Prayer II’
‘Prayer IT makes melodic reference to plainchant, which accounts for the mostly sober 
atmosphere of this setting. This atmosphere is upset by a Major-minor seventh chord on the 
word “sinn’d”, bar 34, and by the flowering into aria at the words “spare thou me”, bars 43- 
47. The music’s tonality remains somewhat ambiguous, oscillating between D (Dorian) minor 
and B-flat (Lydian). Excursions to B-flat minor in the final quarter of the piece and the 
cadence on to E-flat minor, bar 50, just before the last verse argue in favour of the latter, but 
the setting ends on D (without a third). This is the type of dual-tonality essay (the Hymn to St 
Cecilia is another such) that Britten was particularly adept in handling. Evans (1989, p. 562) 
noted the “personal ring” of ‘Prayer II’, which is perhaps more discernable than the 
comparable slow movement of the earlier Christ’s Nativity, ‘New Prince, New Pomp’, which 
contains some rather dry polyphony. In ‘Prayer IT the distinctly non-academic counterpoint is 
clearly derived from counterpoint exercises but has been subjected to Britten’s individual 
reapplication of it towards new expressive means. This, one feels, is the type of texture that 
many early twentieth century Anglican church composers had striven for. Mutatis mutandis 
‘Prayer II’ would not have been out of place in The Church Anthem Book (see chapter IV). It 
has the feel of the ‘sublime’ musical style but somehow reaches beyond cliché.
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‘O Deus, Ego Amo Te’
Anthony Burgess, himself a prolific composer as well as a prolific novelist and poet, 
recognised that Hopkins “made the rhetoric of his poetry approach music”:
Hopkins was in much the same position as Bernard Shaw, who knew all about music 
but couldn’t compose it and had to be satisfied with musicalizing (sic.) his true art.
Burgess 1982, p. 120.
Much of the music embedded in Hopkins’s poetry centred on his inventive exploitation of 
‘sprung rhythm’, which, Burgess claims, is in some ways problematic without a plausible 
guide to its performance:
The difficulty in reading Hopkins remains, and it has much to do with a lack of a 
suitable notation.
Burgess 1982, p. 132-133
By way of a solution, Burgess offers an example (shown in ex. Villa. 5) of how musical 
notation could be used to indicate the ‘correct’ reading of a poem by Hopkins. Burgess’ 
example offers three levels of stress: that acquired through metric organisation (time 
signatures and bar-lines), groupings of beats within bars (visualised by beams) and by the 
accent symbol (to indicate a stress which falls out side the bar-line-stress system).
Britten’s setting o f ‘O Deus, Ego Amo Te’ resembles, rhythmically, Burgess’ example to a 
surprising degree, although Britten dispenses with time signatures. It is tempting to consider 
whether the rhythm of Britten’s setting was derived fi*om noting down the rhythm which he 
heard from a sensitive and understanding reading of the poem."
The setting has a curious resemblance to an Anglican chant setting, sung by worshippers 
intoxicated by their devotions. It may have been stimulated by an unusual game of Auden’s. 
Britten told Murray Schafer in the early 1960s:
[Auden] was a great one for singing unlikely words to Anglican chants.
Schafer 1963, p. 114-115
The entirely homophonie writing (apart from the two short solo recitatives for tenor and 
soprano just before the end), made up of major and minor triads, seems designed (as is 
Anglican chanting) to throw the emphasis on to the words; here, special attention is given to
" Burgess states that “Auden and Day Lewis imitated [Hopkins] during their Marxist phase” (ibid. p. 132). One 
might speculate, on the strength o f this, whether the interest in Hopkins’s poetry may have been fostered by 
Auden.
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rhythm of the phraseology of the poem. The changing colours provided by the shifting triads 
don’t appear to charge the text with meaningful expression. They are as pleasing yet as 
coincidental as the colours which mottle the floor of a Gothic church, the effect of sun-light 
shining through stained glass. Forrest (2010, pp. 18-22) identifies a bias in this progression of 
the roots of chords moving by minor third which, he argues, form a cyclical pattern in the 
service of prolongation.
F major is a reference tonic. Progressions by thirds (though not exclusive) are favoured. The 
final melodic arch of the “Amen” in the soprano (bar 32) is emblematic of this preferential 
interval.
‘O Deus, Ego Amo Te’ remains unique in Britten’s output: a musical experiment in which 
melody is negligible, harmony mainly a colouristic device, and rhythm thrown into the 
foreground where it enjoys neither the freedom of recitative nor the productive tension which 
results when foreground activity is experienced against a stable (regular) metre. The setting 
gives us a ‘reading’: a poet performs his poem, his voice rises and falls with considerable 
passion, but (since the texture is unvaried for all but three of its thirty two bars) it is the same 
voice throughout, and one not inclined to break out into lyricism.
‘The Soldier’
Britten’s setting of ‘The Soldier’ is the most consciously instrumental texture of the seven that 
make up A.M.D.G. Like ‘Rosa Mystica’ it is a genre piece, a march, in which Hopkins’s text 
is marshalled into a 4/4 metre, not without occasional awkwardness (e.g. the extension of the 
word “bless”, bars 3-4, and the repetition of “our redcoats, our tars?” bars 6-9) and 
considerable invention (e.g. the hocketing through bars 18-22). This is definitely not a poet’s 
setting but that of a composer. In 1984, the poet Peter Porter described Britten as a composer 
of “a deeply poetical feeling” who “through his creative life... gave direction to his genius and 
staked out claims on the inchoate by identifying himself with poets and poems” (ed. Palmer 
1984, p.272-273). There was however a corollary to this; a necessary compulsion for the 
composer, occasionally, to hear the music beyond the words and to interfere with a poet’s 
vowels and stresses. This could on occasion offend a poet:
Frequently when Ben and I met... we used to discuss the problem of musical setting of 
poetry. Not surprisingly I used to take the position that words should be heard and 
understood, or not used at all... Ben took a different view... ‘Take the line “The boy 
stood on the burning deck”,’ he said. ‘As a poet you’d demand I brought my musical
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accent on the verb “stood”. But as a composer I demand the right to bring it on the 
definite article and repeat the word “the” or “burning” as demands.’
Duncan 1981, p. 21
Duncan’s characterisation of the musical setting of poetry as a ‘problem’ is not one Britten 
would have recognised at all. In his setting of ‘The Soldier’ Britten exercised his ‘right’ to 
interfere with the poet’s beats and stresses and phrases so that his musical image of ‘The 
Soldier’ could be realised. Irony is difficult to capture in music; it can so easily descend into 
unintentional parody. Irony appears to be what Britten is aiming for in his setting of the final 
two lines of Hopkins’s poem but Evans, although recognising that “Britten is bold in the risks 
he takes”, thought that
Hopkins’ mutation fi-om the swaggering military demeanour to the Christ-like action 
calls for something more transcendent than so literal a return of the opening.
1996 p. 563.
The harmonic scheme of ‘The Soldier’ (I -  flat-VI -  II -  flat-III - 1) -ex. Villa.6 -is  a 
characteristically symmetric design. Third relationships, so favoured by Britten, form a 
palindrome-pair to I. Harmony II, E major, which occupies a central position in ‘The Soldier’, 
provides a Lydian extension of the tonic, D major; yet another favoured Britten colouring.
The transition fi*om flat-VI to II is achieved unusually smoothly, with the flattened seventh of 
flat-IV unobtrusively becoming to the third of II; ex.VIIIa.7.
‘Heaven-Haven’
The simplest but most personal of Britten’s seven Hopkins’ settings is ‘Heaven-Haven’, 
taking the curious but highly original form of a pair of varied duets; a response to the pair of 
words in the title which, despite their closeness of spelling, are from different etymological 
roots." The melody component (first in the soprano, then the tenor) looks forward to the 
lyricism of the Michelangelo Sonnets (1940) and particularly the final song ‘Spirto ben nato’ 
with its profusion of descending fifths.
The first half of the piece, bars 1-11, (which has D major as its tonic despite the D minor key 
signature) describes a D minor triad, ex. Villa.8. It proceeds to F minor, i.e. flat-iii, via the 
dominant A, and then cadences on the tonic via the minor subdominant, G minor. The two- 
part texture allows the accruing and shedding of chromatic pitches to take place without 
complication. The second half in D minor, bars 12-23, has a more ambitious harmonic orbit in
Heaven from Old English heofon'. Haven from Old English hcefen (ed. Macdonald 1977).
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which the motion to the remote A-flat major returns to the tonic D minor by yet another chain 
of thirds, ex. Villa. 8.
A.M.D.G. has more than a few hints of the direction Britten’s music was progressively taking: 
it embraces a simpler, more direct style. Simple, cogent harmonic schemes were becoming 
evermore clearly an important formal element, continuing a feature of musical organisation 
already clearly in view in the Frank Bridge Variations and the song cycle On This Island, 
both from 1937. These, combined with a far freer melodic style and a relaxed attitude to 
stylistic references to a wide range of music, would characterise Britten’s music for almost the 
next decade.
Whoso Dwelleth under the Defence o f  the Most High and 
Deus in adjutorium meum
Both of these short a cappella pieces were written as incidental music. In both instances 
Britten seemed to want to draw his audience into the atmosphere of place and space of church 
worship. It is not surprising, therefore, that Britten made obvious references to typical 
liturgical music types -hymn tune, Anglican chant and plainchant. Yet the degree and extent 
of the references is surprisingly modest. It is as if Britten consciously wanted to avoid playing 
too heavily on the general public’s conception of typical liturgical music and wanted to avoid 
categorisations such as High Church and Low Church -although these would be clear enough 
to the professional church musician. Neither Whoso Dwelleth nor Deus in adjutorium meum 
are superficial pastiches; they are both serious musical pieces which integrate their stylistic 
appropriations into short, convincing essays. Britten was less interested in guying the 
characteristics of the styles he utilised to his purpose than recasting them.
Whoso Dwelleth (1937) was written as part of the incidental music for a BBC radio 
presentation," The Company o f Heaven. Even whilst writing the music, Britten saw in The 
Company o f Heaven the material for an independent piece, a factor which may account for the 
serious approach he took even to aspects of parody which clearly entered into the work. He 
wrote to his publisher, Ralph Hawkes
Re the ‘Michaelmas’ programme for the B.B.C. - 1 want to be careful not to sign away 
any publishing rights for the work, because I feel that a short choral work could easily 
& quite profitably be made out of it for you.
See Foreword to the vocal score by Mitchell, Faber 1990.
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Ed. Mitchell & Reed 1991, p. 499
Britten’s suggestion was not taken up by Hawkes at the time but, in 1956, five movements for 
choir, soloists and orchestra (the a cappella choral movement was not included) were formed 
into a suite and had a BBC radio broadcast. In 1990 the work was published, not as ‘a short 
choral work’ as Britten visualised, but in full. The a cappella chorus Whoso Dwelleth was 
marketed separately (in the same year) as an anthem. Although anthems are strictly English 
text settings, the term is understood to embrace short choral pieces suitable for use within the 
liturgy both for the Anglican Rite or any other denominational rite.
The setting oiDeus in adjutorium meum was one of a number of items composed in 1945 for 
the stage play This way to the tomb, by Ronald Duncan. Music fi*om This Way to the Tomb 
was also rehabilitated (posthumously) yielding three songs: ‘Evening, Morning, Night’ 
(published 1988), a ‘Boogie-Woogie’ for six-piece ensemble, and the choral piece Deus in 
adjutorium meum (1977). The publishers, Boosey & Hawkes, didn’t market the piece 
specifically as an anthem but its first performance, independent of the play, took place in a 
church —St Clement Danes in London in 1962. Deus in adjutorium meum was first broadcast 
fi"om a service in Rochester Cathedral in 1980. Both works present settings from the Book of 
Psalms; Whoso Dwelleth Psalm 91 in Myles Coverdale’s translation of ca. 1535 and Deus in 
adjutorium meum, a Latin version of Psalm 70.
Despite the utilitarian nature of the work involved, Britten responded to the texts with 
characteristic resourcefulness. Parody here was in the nature of inhabiting the stylistic 
environment of a model. Satire, which often accompanies parody, is resisted, except perhaps 
in the coda of Whoso Dwelleth.
In both Whoso Dwelleth and Deus in adjutorium meum there is a characteristic economy of 
means but that economy is managed very differently in the two pieces and provides further 
evidence of Britten’s maturing technique in the eight years which separate them.
The earlier composition has a main theme which is quite consciously modelled on 
plainchant.^^ At the beginning, the voices sing in unison and recite several syllables on a tenor
According to Duncan “[Britten] offered to write a piece for small choir at the beginning and end o f the play 
{This Way to the Tomb]” (Duncan 1981, p. 45). The exact date o f that promise or its fulfilment is not given but it 
was whilst Britten was at work on Peter Grimes and therefore after Jan. 1944. A letter from Britten to Duncan 
indicates the composer’s reluctance to write ‘songs’ for This Way to the Tomb (see ed. Mitchell and Reed 1991, 
pp. 1190-1191) but whether this request pre or post dates the composition o f the choir piece is not clear.
Number IIIc of The Company o f  Heaven presents a brief soprano solo representing the angel Gabriel singing 
“Hail Mary”. The second phrase o f this contains the consequent phrase of the main theme o f the anthem Whoso 
Dwelleth.
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note followed by a melisma (reminiscent of florid-chant passages) which leads to the cadence. 
The plainchant formal terms tenor, melisma and cadence would have been familiar to Britten 
from his training in plainchant at his public school, Gresham’s, as would the general flow and 
construction of plainchant. But whereas in authentic chant, each verse would be sung at the 
same pitch, in Britten’s anthem Whoso Dwelleth verses are transposed, providing a scheme 
which, by touching the keys E major (verses 1-2), A major (verse 3), C-sharp minor (verse 4), 
A minor (verse 5), A minor progressing to A Major (verse 6), E major (Coda), outlines an A 
major triad -a  triadic tonal scheme very characteristic of Britten. Prolongation of these tonal 
areas is in almost static blocks (there being very little to disturb the pure triadic shape of the 
initial theme) and is daringly sparse, perhaps even crude in conception, but prefigures similar 
constructions by Taverner and Part. The slowness of the harmonic progression is as clear an 
ecclesiastic association as the reference to plainchant. This is music which belongs to a large 
space with a long echo, to a building where fast moving harmony would become muddled and 
obscure the text.
Britten seems consciously to restrict the variety of texture, perhaps so as not to stray too far 
from an archaic style, yet each of the five verses are granted individual colouring.
Thus in verse two the tenor takes up the burden of the main theme, the alto in verse four, both 
sung against a sustained harmony. Only in verse six does the texture become contrapuntally 
active, where material from the melisma feeds into four independent melodic strands sung 
animato. The harmonic action here is quick in contrast to the sustained block-harmonies, and 
harsh dissonances are employed to dramatise the text “Thou shalt go upon the lion and the 
adder: The young lion and the dragon shalt thou tread under thy feet”.
The smoothest transformation of the main theme is given to the sopranos in verses three and 
seven. The sopranos humanise the objective theme by harmonising it in parallel thirds. In both 
verses they introduce the Lydian tone d-sharp into the music. The lines set here are:
There shall no evil happen unto thee: neither shall any plague come nigh thy dwelling
and
For he shall give his angels charge over thee: to keep thee in all thy ways.
Both lines give the promise of protection; the second specifies the agency of that protection: 
the provision of angels. Britten’s use of the Lydian mode has long been recognised as 
Britten’s symbol for innocence (see Mark 1989, p. 660). Here, it is not so much the innocent 
who are represented by the Lydian mode but the preservers of innocence. This early
18 A fuller account o f Britten’s experience of plainchant follows shortly.
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appearance of Lydian colouring is perhaps an important step on the way to establishing the 
symbolic importance of it in later Britten. The angels sing in A major and in the second half 
of the phrase touch quite frequently on the pitch E, which Mark also recognised as another 
Britten-symbol for Heaven and Beauty; “perhaps related concepts for Britten” (ibid.). Here 
too is an early example of Britten establishing what would become a characteristic personal 
symbol.
The coda of Whoso Dwelleth, bars 39-41, offers a surprise. The palpable harmonic reserve 
with which the anthem proceeds for the most part is suddenly interrupted by a hymn-like, 
passage in four parts endowed with many chromatic tones; as if vespers, sung to plainchant, 
was concluded with a verse from a Low Church-style hymn from Hymns Ancient and 
Modern. It would be fanciful to imagine that Britten was attempting some kind of ecumenical 
balance (the Roman Catholic balanced by the Anglican) and the gesture appears motivated by 
something other than pure structural logic. Into this chorale passage every chromatic semitone 
appears at least once. The stimulus for this comprehensive chromaticism is most probably the 
phrase “to keep thee in all thy ways”; Britten was fond of musical puns of this nature. The 
melody of this ‘hymn tune’ is not new. It is an augmented version of the melisma used at the 
end of the previous verses; the characteristic step-up, third-down motif is carefully preserved. 
Britten has thereby devised a scheme which is satisfyingly universal: the diatonic and the 
chromatic are presented in graceful symbiosis -a  symbol for ecumenical balance even if it 
was not conceived to be so.
Although only marginally longer, Deus in adjutorium appears a more fractured piece, broken 
up into six discrete sections with over eleven changes or modification of tempo. In contrast to 
Whoso Dwelleth, Deus in adjutorium uses a variety of polyphonic texture both contrapuntal 
and homophonie and varies, too, the number of polyphonic voices, with duets and passages in 
unison, in addition to the standard four-part texture. Consequently, unlike Whoso Dwelleth, 
there is a restlessness of atmosphere which was no doubt stimulated by (and aims to convey) 
the injunctive “Haste” in the first phrase of the text.
Where Whoso Dwelleth appeared a typical exercise in restraint, by comparison Deus in 
adjutorium meum might at first appear usurious in its variety of materials put to the service of
For example, Britten was pleased that he had contrived to use only concords in Concord’s song from Act II 
sc.l o f Gloriana: He told Imogen Holst at the time o f its composition (1953) “All concords -that’s the sort o f  
joke one cm  make I think” (ed. Grogan 2007, p. 197). For a general account of Britten’s love o f puns see Bridcut 
2006, particularly chapter 2.
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a piece of only four minutes’ duration. In fact, Britten draws so skilfully from a very limited 
stock of basic ideas that it appears more endowed that it really is.^^
The home key is E minor but E major is preferred at cadences. Major and m inor modes 
conjunct at the half way point (2 bars before rehearsal letter E) to provide a suitable ‘false 
relation’ for the setting of the mocking “Euge, euge, euge” (“There, there, there”). There are 
indeed many such picturesque responses to the text at which Britten was particularly adept: 
“Great hastening” is depicted in the first section by imitative entries following ever closer 
upon each other and by the hectoring repetition of “Deus”. The setting of “Let them 
be...confounded” (rehearsal letter B) involves another Britten pun in a transitional passage 
(Vivace) with a one-to-a-bar succession of triads which, not following any determined 
sequence, is confused and unpredictable: E major, A minor, D major, B major, G-sharp 
minor, E major, G major. “Let them be turned backward” is set to a ‘turn’ figure (lower 
neighbour, upper neighbour) (rehearsal letter C) which is also utilises the final three tones of 
the previous phrase, pitches c, A-sharp, and B, in retrograde. The phrase “put to confusion” is 
memorably portrayed by an imitative duet (between tenors and basses) in which confusion of 
the E minor background is caused by introducing incongruous chromatic tones: B-flat, F- 
natural. E-flat, A-flat, D-flat. “Mala”, “evil”, or “wrong” is set to a succession of dyads e/g, f- 
natural/d-sharp, d/f-natural. The middle dyad strikes a major second (although spelled as a 
diminished third) whose effect is harsh -wrong sounding -in  the context of sixths and thirds 
(2 bars before rehearsal letter D). The passage “As for me, I am poor and in misery”
(rehearsal letter G) is set to an appropriately pathetic fugato theme, whose narrow intervals 
create a suitable woeful succession of seconds/^ Church bells are evoked in the alto and bass 
in the final section (rehearsal letter I) forming the two dyads e/g-sharpl and fral and provide 
the quasi Phrygian cadence against which soprano and tenor sing canonically the ‘Gloria 
Patri’. As discussed earlier, this type of characterisation was frowned upon by S S Wesley, 
who thought such devices lent an inappropriate personal touch to music he believed to retain a
Three songs from This Way to the Tomb were published in 1988. They show an almost miniaturist tendency in 
their concentration on a tiny amount o f material, resourcefully managed. The third song, ‘Night’ is set as a 
ground, 4 bars o f in 5/4 metre. Nearly all the melodic line is taken from the ground theme.
The choral texture here is remarkably like the choral texture o f the ‘Libera Me’ (movement 6) o f the War 
Requiem (1962); both explore the polyphonic effect o f melodic lines heavily reliant on the interval o f the second 
(both major and minor) when combined in imitative counterpoint. It is easy to identify that Britten often 
responded in this way to portray states o f anguish with remarkable consistency. In ‘God’s Grandeur’ from 
A.M.D.G. (1939) for example, Britten uses similar means to convey the agonising text “And all is seared with 
trade; bleared, smeared with toil” (bars 24-42) and in the anxious moments of the Cantata Misericordium (1963) 
the same technique is recognisable once again.
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sense of detachment.^^ With Britten, detachment of this Wesleyan kind is rare and therefore 
his church music remains untypical of the Cathedral Tradition. This provides a clue as to why 
Britten was perhaps reluctant to compose for an Anglican cathedral foundation. He was 
probably wary of that spirit of detachment (somewhat alien to him) which prevailed there and 
which could have stifled his natural personal responses to a text. In the parish church, 
particularly at Low Church worship, the ‘personal’ dimension of music was not only 
tolerated, it was encouraged. Britten’s highly personal church music, coloured by allusions to 
the text typified by Deus in adjutorium, was clearly coloured by his Low Church upbringing. 
Elliott informs us that:
The second of three office books -Vesperae et Completorum de Dominica -has a note 
which refers to the setting of Psalm 70 - ‘Deus in adjutorium meum’... [Britten’s 
setting employs a considerable amount of melodic writing which has strong 
allegiances to plainsong, though there is not exact reference to the plainsong which he 
marked in the office book.
2006 pp. 51-52
Certainly, the opening theme of Deus in adjutorium captures some of the melodic spirit of 
plainchant but the carefully controlled rhythm -uncharacteristic of plainsong -which is crucial 
to its profile, was an intervention Britten felt compelled to make. Although each new theme or 
motive shares some feature with the opening four bar theme (melodic, rhythmic or both) the 
real skill of the construction lies in the fi*eedom with which new ideas emerge, unforced, from 
previously exposed material. Britten is less concerned here than he had earlier been to spell 
out derivations. Deus in adjutorium escapes the charge of over-determined unity by the 
informality of the development. Nothing exemplifies this more than the flowering of a chain 
of Brittenish thirds at F which could be said to derive from the antepenultimate and 
penultimate notes of the opening theme, but could equally derive fi*om the ‘bell’ thirds two 
bars before D. The expansion is easily accommodated, integrated, either way. The strength of 
Deus in adjutorium is that surface melodic ideas are so firmly held together by a tenacious E 
minor frame (reinforced by frequent references to the dominant B major) that interdependence 
of themes to a recognisable (single) source is far more relaxed. To balance the expansion of 
thematic freedom (to compensate for it perhaps), Britten reiterates the opening theme of the 
anthem in the soprano and tenor (imaginatively on the subdominant, whilst the harmony
It is worth recalling S S Wesley’s injunction, made in the middle o f the nineteenth century, that “it is our 
business to sing the praise o f his having done these things, not to describe by music our own little notions o f the 
means employed by God in doing them” (Horton 2004, p. 144).
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confirms the tonic) in the closing section, the ‘Gloria Parti’. Britten also retains the stretto 
entries which draw the imitations ever closer, until they rhyme in sympathetic unison. This is 
again a possible musical realisation of a phrase of the text: “As it was in the beginning”.
A comparison between the technique of development in Whoso Dwelleth and Deus in 
adjutorium meum tells us much about the different approach to integration of ideas that 
Britten cultivated in the years which separate their composition.
Hymn to St Cecilia
The musical style of Britten’s Hymn to St Cecilia appears effortless, suggesting that it was 
composed very quickly, perhaps in a single musical outpouring; a not uncommon occurrence 
with Britten. In fact the work took a long time to complete. Although Britten did not work on 
it either continuously or exclusively, it occupied the composer fi*om 1940 until April 1942 
(see ed. Mitchell and Reed 1991, pp. 1039-40). Auden’s text was not presented to Britten in 
pristine copy either, but in instalments. Modifications and additions were called for by Britten 
and until he was satisfied, the poem’s final shape could not be determined (see Edward 
Mendelson’s ‘The Making of Auden’s Hymn for St Cecilia’s Day’ in ed. Reed 1995, pp. 186- 
192).
There was surely a time, before the death of Auden and Britten, when XhQix Hymn to St Cecilia 
could be heard by the majority of listeners as simply an ode to an early Christian martyr -one 
accredited with musical accomplishments. After biographies of both men appeared detailing, 
officially, their homosexuality, it became more a question of choice whether Auden’s poem is 
read literally as a hymn to the patron saint of music, or as a lightly veiled celebration of 
homosexuality itself:
The poem was written for [Britten] and seems to a certain extent to be about him, 
too; it echoes the sermonizing found in the extraordinary letter Auden wrote to Britten 
in the early part of 1942 (reproduced in Mitchell, 1981, pp 161-2), especially in the 
line ‘O wear your tribulation like a rose’.
Mark 199, p. 239
Additional phrases with potential extra meanings, double entendre, which strengthen Mark’s 
view, include ‘a garden shady’, ‘by Ocean’s margin’, ‘Weep for the lives your wishes never 
led”, “I have no shadow to run away from”. All of these hint at experiences in a kind of
The Auden scholar Edward Mendelson wrote: “Auden wrote his Hymn for St Cecilia’s D ay  in the summer o f  
1940 as an out-of-season birthday gift for Benjamin Britten, who was bom on St Cecilia’s Day” (ed. Reed 1995,
p. 186).
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twilight-zone or just beyond unspecified, but understood boundaries; the boundaries 
established by a society unable to acknowledge the fact of same-sex relationships. References 
to orchid and oyster-shell suggest sexual symbols altogether more corporeal, as if Auden was 
stepping up to the line as close as he dared.
The esoteric meanings these symbols and other words or phrases convey may have been 
deliberately selected for their remoteness, allowing ‘innocent’ readers simply to savour the 
colour of the language on its own; one of the pleasures afforded by poetry. Whether deliberate 
or not, the ambiguity of Auden’s poem succeeds in allowing enjoyment of it on at least two 
levels: one, as suggested above, clearly referencing homosexuality, and one celebrating St 
Cecilia and music. '^  ^The popularity of the Hymn (it has become a repertoire piece in choral 
societies who otherwise shy away from ‘modem music’ and is found fi*equently on Cathedral 
lists as the Anthem) suggests that most listeners are totally indifferent to the sexual content of 
the text or still deaf to it.
On Sunday 5^  ^August 2007, Britten and Auden’s Hymn was sung^  ^as the anthem on one of 
the BBC’s main Christian broadcasts: Radio Four’s Sunday Worship. The announcement of 
the performance was prefaced by a brief biographical sketch of W H Auden, the centenary of 
whose birth was celebrated in the programme. Although there was no shying away from the 
poet’s homosexuality or his sometimes troubled relationship to the Anglican Church, the 
Hymn was presented as a Christian offering, with no hint that Auden’s poem was a 
celebration of his and Britten’s sexuality.
Britten’s Hymn was not composed as a piece of specifically Christian music; indeed, it is 
debatable whether Britten even imagined it would be performed as part of an act of Christian 
worship. His choice of texts when composing for the liturgy demonstrates his sensitivity to 
the purpose in hand and there are no problematic double entendre or theologically 
controversial propositions which are clearly on display in Auden’s poem. One imagines 
Britten conceived it as belonging within the choral tradition of England; a tradition which 
encompassed both modest singers who joined choral societies as much for social reasons as 
musical ones, and highly competent amateurs who aspired to achieve musical results of a high 
standard. The choral tradition, whose legacy Britten’s generation enjoyed, has its origins in 
the Victorian era, with a government-sponsored enterprise which promoted the benefits of
Barry Holden (2000, p. 3) calls the Hymn a ‘self portrait’ o f music itself.
To be precise, the first half o f it was sung, up to and including the second appearance o f the refrain “Blessed 
Cecilia”. Time restraints o f this 45 min. programme prevented a complete performance. The exclusion o f the 
second half o f the piece cannot reliably be regarded as a comment on its theological questionability.
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social singing as a recreational a c t iv i ty T h e  activity found great favour with the English and 
still does today. Britten was well acquainted with the choral tradition; first through his 
mother, who sang in her local choral society in Lowestoft and who was involved in the 
running of the society as secretary (and which brought visiting soloists into the Britten 
household -see Holst 1966, pp. 11-12), and secondly through personal participation. Britten 
sang bass from 1930-33 with the English Madrigal Singers in London (a choir his sister Beth 
also sang in). The former gave Britten a taste of parochial amateur singing, of a community 
activity; the latter gave him an experienee of choral singing at a higher level of achievement 
and contact with a professional choir conductor (Arnold Foster). Both gave Britten the chance 
to view the English choral repertoire.
Britten was also acquainted with professional choral groups too. Amongst these was the 
Wireless Chorus (later to become the BBC Singers) who, under their respected conductor 
Leslie Woodgate, gave the first performance of ^  Boy was Born in 1934. Britten’s confidence 
as a composer must have been severely knocked back by the difficulty even the highly skilled 
Wireless Chorus experienced while preparing for their premiere of A Boy. For some reason an 
earlier a cappella Christmas Suite, Christ’s Nativity (1931) -which will be examined in full in 
chapter X -remained unperformed in its entirety until almost two decades after Britten’s 
death. The technical difficulties of the choral writing (which can constructively be seen in the 
context of Britten’s stretching of his contrapuntal skill through the completion of strict 
counterpoint exercises required of him at the RCM) may account for the composition’s lack 
of performance at the time of its composition. This, together with the difficulties Britten had 
to acknowledge were encountered by a professional choir in A Boy, probably led to Britten 
consciously writing less demandingly for choral voices in future works (A.M.D.G. is an 
exception to this for reasons explained above and is another highly demanding choral work 
which, revealingly received no performance in Britten’s lifetime. It was withdrawn by the 
composer). The secondary effect of this decision placed the majority of Britten’s choral works 
within the grasp of good amateur choirs.
The transition of the Hymn from the secular to the religious seems to the initiated (those who 
are sensitive to the sexual undertones), curious. How can the text be accommodated within a 
Christian context?
See Chapter IV.
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The distinguished hymnologist, Elizabeth Cosnett, addressed a similar problem of conversion 
in regard to hymns proper, the ones congregations sing at their worship:
How does a text originally written with a different purpose and/or in a different form 
become a hymn in any sense recognizable by the modem church-goer? May this process 
of becoming a hymn alter in some way the original artefact even if the words remain the 
same...?
Cosnett in ed. Luff 2005 p. 93
Context, argues Cosnett, is the deciding factor:
Taken out of context [a debateable text] embodies no specific Christian doctrine and 
could be sung by non-Christians though not by atheists. In a church context, however, it 
would appear unequivocally Christian.
Ibid.
The well known text ‘God be in my head’, Consett suggests, “embodies no specifically 
Christian doctrine”, but it has become Christian verse because of its singing at worship and 
the sanctioning of it by its appearance in hymn books. One sees that Consett’s argument could 
validly be applied Auden’s Hymn. Given a backdrop of an altar with a cross on it, candles, 
stained glass and a robed choir, a mind tuned in and sympathetic to the Christian and artistic 
content of the poem is capable of virtually ignoring any secondary message.
Mendelson (see ed. Reed 1995) makes it clear that in Auden’s original ‘ode’, which was much 
longer, the personal element was far less prominent, hidden deeper in a text which offers a 
“glimpse of Auden’s theories of music, theories that were explicitly part of Auden’s emerging 
Christian theology” (ed. Reed 1995, p. 186). In particular, at the heart of Auden’s original 
were stanzas in which “music prompts change within the world of time, and the change is 
specifically the great historical change of the Incarnation of Christ... [an] equation of Cecilia 
with Christ]” (p. 192). If these passages had become part of Britten’s Hymn its status as a 
piece of Christian art would no doubt be less questionable. Clearly, however, Britten was not 
ready to join Auden on his road back to Christianity and decided to ‘edit out’ the more 
specific Christian message Auden intended.^^ Consequently, Britten’s Hymn remains rather 
obliquely Christian.
The musical style of the Hymn has never impeded its acceptance as liturgical art; indeed the 
(mostly) smooth lines and triadic coolness seem designed for the purpose.
In the light of Britten’s collusion with Duncan in the controversial ‘Christian’ frame o f The Rape ofLucretia 
(1946) this is even more interesting and baffling. Perhaps Britten journey back to Christianity began in 1943, 
encouraged by Britten’s friendship with Walter Hussey -see  discussion o f Rejoice in the Lamb under.
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The Hymn to St Cecilia enjoys great popularity amongst choristers. It is gratifying to sing^  ^
and singers, whilst performing it, can share the pleasure of its “easy grace” (as Peter Evans 
calls it, 1979, p. 84). This appeal to performers is important if the work is to find a market 
amongst amateurs. The Hymn’s singability is accomplished, paradoxically, by an overtly 
instrumental conception to texture. The opening of the Hymn, for example, is dominated by 
parallel motion in the upper voices characteristic of keyboard writing. It is also reminiscent of 
the right-hand part of the harp interlude of the Ceremony o f Carols (which will be fiilly 
examined in chapter X). Parallel motion is surprisingly prevalent throughout the Hymn; 
polyphonic contrapuntal flexibility is the exception. Some independence is gained where a 
vocal line flows over a held chord. Tenors and basses sing a type of canto fermo in the 
beginning, resembling a baroque continue bass line or even a ground bass. Because the range 
of this line (from el to E) is too extended for either voice group, it is shared between them. 
The result looks like an arrangement -a  compromise -rather than a line conceived specifically 
for choral voices. The second section, “I cannot grow; I have no shadow To run away from”, 
is set to a scherzando fughetta (“[suggesting] the tinkling of some magic glockenspiel” Evans 
1979, p. 85). The texture strikes one as being too nimble and too fragile to be capable of 
faithful execution by unaccompanied voices although, in practice, it isn’t. A chorale-like 
theme sung by altos and basses enter and exit the texture as in a baroque organ Chorale- 
prelude. The ‘chorale’ melody itself gently mimics the hour-chime of a town hall clock which 
doesn’t manage the melody (i.e. mediant, tonic, super-tonic, dominant, etc.) correctly. Britten 
had used just this juxtaposition of scurrying background and octave chorale before in the 
Fugue and Finale of the Variations on a Theme o f Frank Bridge (1937). There are further 
superficial parallels between the two works but perhaps the most significant parallel is that 
both works celebrate music through music.
The terms ‘vocal writing’ and ‘instrumental writing’ take on new meanings in Britten’s 
music. As early as 1934, in the early String Quartet in D major, Britten had been made aware 
of his tendency to cross over or employ the perceived style of the one in the service of the 
other genre of music. In the preface of the score to the 1934 String Quartet (published in 
1975) Britten wrote:
I remember well that I showed the quartet to Bridge, he complained that the 
counterpoint in it was too vocal. Maybe, particularly in the case of the first two 
movements, he was right, though John Ireland did not agree.
The simpler technical challenges o f the Hymn follow the very effective but technically straightforward choral 
writing in Paul Bunyan (1941).
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If Britten (characteristically) sided with Bridge here in this clear distinction between what was 
idiomatic vocal and instrumental writing, it becomes apparent that Britten, at least insofar as 
vocal music was concerned, was less concerned about these distinctions later on. Britten, in 
fact, saw the advantages in employing instrumental writing to his vocal music. Sometimes, as 
in the early Christmas choral works Christ’s Nativity (1931) andvf Boy was Born (1933), this 
led to a virtuosic demand on singers who are asked to sing unusually fast, sing awkward 
intervals and negotiate awkward motifs, and to pitch tones in complicated tonal contexts. 
These demands put the works beyond the technical range of all but professional choirs. Later, 
instrumental writing-style is still quite distinctly discernable in the vocal music -as it is for 
example in the Hymn -but it is technically less demanding on the singers. Amateurs can 
successfully negotiate them. By the time Britten came to compose the Hymn he had obviously 
begun to think consciously of musical amateurs as musicians worth writing fbr.^  ^Together 
with the conscious return to the setting of the English language and his stylistic references to 
English music (most predominantly Purcell but also to folksong), this provision of music for 
the amateur could be seen as part of Britten’s plan of repatriation -a  theme which is 
developed more fully in chapter X. Although Britten proclaimed no such ‘plan’, it is 
discernable through his musical activities.
Superficially, the Hymn equates to a truncated symphony: the first section includes statement, 
some development and recapitulation, the second is a scherzo, the third, the emotional and 
intellectual core of the Hymn, a slow movement. The fourth section however, a reiteration of 
the refrain “Blessed Cecilia”, amounts to a coda rather than a fully independent movement. 
There is, however, no comprehensive symphonic plot and no sonata structure unfolding 
within. Although the musical discourse is clearly concerned with the exploitation of a 
restricted number of related motivic shapes (in a way associated with sonata process) and the 
tonal plan of the Hymn is essential to the piece’s musical function, the musical argument does 
not aspire to anything as thoroughly or consistently worked out as a complete sonata structure 
even in the individual way Britten conceived of it. However, the referential framework does 
provide a relevant context within which the noticeably instrumental style of the musical ideas 
is presented.
Brett saw Britten’s outreach to the amateur musician as a part o f his strategy to become England’s most 
important composer thus unseating the then incumbent of the post, a composer Britten thought most unworthy to 
occupy it: Vaughan Williams -see Brett 2006 p. 199.
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As if to draw attention to the Hymn’s purpose as an ode to music (and thereby perhaps away 
from a more personal message) there is a tendency towards abstraction in the interaction 
between the text and the music quite rare in Britten’s music. Mark points out that
the stress patterns of the text prompt the musical metres and rhythms, and key lines 
and poetic sentiments are articulated by key tonal and thematic events.
1995 p. 239
The conscious instrumental musical types, scherzo (second section) and passacaglia (third 
section) receive the text rather than set it. The onomatopoeia (the imitation of Violin,
Timpani, Flute and Trumpet) are also received into the third section without undue friction; 
drawn in to an instrumental sound-world as members of it rather than externals to it, though, 
as Evans points out, Britten
does not commit the solecism of imitating the instrument at the reference to it, but 
instead uses the cadenza-like context in which each imitation is isolated to point up the 
poet’s most poignant lines.
1979, p . 86
A superficial and (it becomes apparent) dubious review of the tonal plan of the Hymn, 
assumed from the Britten’s key signatures, offers what can be recognised as a typical Britten 
strategy: A C major opening and closing section framing first a section in E major then one in 
A minor, which modulates to A major then back to A minor. Together, these tonal centres 
encompass a structural triad of A minor. See ex. VIIIa.9. It is quickly recognised that this 
structural plan is over reliant on Britten’s key signatures which are a very unreliable guide.
The actual harmonic content of the Hymn is far more esoteric than the structural triad 
suggests; although, as a background proposition set against the foreground complexities of the 
Hymn, it retains value. Ambiguities abound. The first chord of the Hymn, for example, is not a 
C major triad, nor C major’s dominant, but an E major triad. The final chord of the Hymn is 
not a C major triad either; it too is an E major triad. The structural model (ex. Villa.9) 
accordingly represents, at a deep level, only the harmonic argument at work in Britten’s 
Hymn. C major is constantly being challenged by E major; both centres have harmonic 
support gained by moves to other key centres related to them (as Mark discusses fully pp. 
241-2) but it is arguably E which finally gains ascendency. This Tonic/Mediant double tonic 
complex^® is not an uncommon Britten ploy, not necessarily for the tonal scheme for a whole 
work, but for certain sections of one. The second song in Les Illuminations (1939), ‘Villes’, is
This term is used by J P E Harper-Scott 2005. It was culled by Harper-Scott from Robert Bailey’s essay 
Prelude and Transfiguration from ‘Tristan and Isolde’ 1985. Harper-Scott is particularly focussed on the A- 
flat/D double tonic complex in Elgar’s first symphony.
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an exploration of the technique which predates the Hymn by three years. Evans (1979 p. 79) 
thought the juxtaposition between the two rival keys could become “wearisome” but the 
evocation of chaotic, modem city life and relentlessness, which Britten specified he desired in 
this song (see ed. Mitchell and Reed 1991 p. 714), are conveyed convincingly in this way. An 
even earlier work, the introduction of the Variations on a theme o f  Frank Bridge (1937) opens 
with another double tonic complex (E/C) which was prompted, no doubt, by the first chord of 
the Bridge Idyll (which comprises an E major triad in the upper three string instmments of the 
quartet over pitch c in the cello), the eponymous theme of Britten’s work. Bridge’s chord is an 
harmonic up-beat; Britten’s prolongation of the sonority over eleven bars, comprising brilliant 
scales and arpeggios and energetic trills, is a goal harmony; a new type of tonic manqué. 
Britten went on exploring the complex. Revealingly, the aria “Now the Great Bear and 
Pleiades” fi*om Peter Grimes (a work already in Britten’s mind whilst composing the Hymn) 
also exploits this selfsame tonic/mediant friction C/E major. Grimes’ character is something 
of an enigma; a bmtal visionary, a sadistic poet. That enigma is expressed in the musical 
symbolism of the double tonic complex of the second strophe of the aria: “Who can decipher 
in a storm or starlight the written character of a fi*iendly fate As the sky turns the world for us 
to change”. Up to the final bar of this aria it is unclear as to whether C major and E major will 
be reconciled in a species of cadence; or which one of the two triads will win supremacy. C 
major’s temporary gain provides a type of palatal cleansing for the purely diatonic E major at 
the close of this aria. The submediant diversion provides four fresh pitch-classes. At the 
switch back to E there is no attempt to restore these by eliminating the new ones. Modulation 
is substituted by superposition; neither centre has to be vanquished in order for the other to 
gain stability. The purpose of such passages is not to establish superiority but coexistence and 
stratification.
In the Hymn the phrase “O wear your tribulation like a rose” (the Trumpet cadenza at the 
close of section three) presents the double tonic complex E major/C major in its most overt 
way. Some biographical significance can be read into the choice of the solo tenor’s (Peter 
Pears’s voice type) delivery of this line, especially as the Hymn was originally intended to be 
given its first performance by The Elizabethan Singers, in which Pears was the only tenor.
Into the specific double tonic complex E major/C major, too, can be read biographical 
significance. C major is recognized as Britten’s personal home-key; here, it holds its own in 
an E Major universe with the pitch el (Pear’s ‘favourite’ tone, e.g. the “Great Bear” aria, 
Sonetto XXX from Seven Sonnets o f Michelangelo (1940) -  dedicated to Pears, later “God be
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Glorified” from Saint Nicolas (1948) and “I, Aschenbach, famous as a master-writer” fi*om 
Death in Venice (1973), also dedicated “to Peter”) prominently featured.^ ^
The duality unfolded in the first section of the Hymn between C major and E major is 
fleetingly referred to again in the second, E major section, by the “brief and telling deviation” 
(Evans 1979, p. 85) to C major, with flattened sixth and seventh scale degrees. The tension 
between the two triads might seemingly be thought to be successfully mitigated by the 
tonality of the long third section, A minor; the only key which can provide a tenable tonal link 
between the two. Evans (ibid., p. 85) recognised the “Phrygian melodic basis” of the melodic 
shape which functions as the Hymn’s leitmotif (which Britten contrived to establish through a 
text repetition not given in Auden’s poem) when it appears as a unison. This infers that the E 
major triad is endowed not simply with tonic status, but also with dominant status brought 
about through its Phrygian inflections. It is this status of the E major triad which is underlined 
in section three. As was the case with the opening of the Hymn in respect to the unfolding of 
C major, the unfolding of A minor in the first 21 bars of third section (before its modulation to 
A major) is far from straightforward. Above the bass theme, unequivocally in A minor, the 
voices above weave their slow polyphony in a style resembling an early baroque viol fantasie. 
Melodic and motivic shapes are subject to imitation, but very fi*eely so; the impression is one 
of improvisation. A pure A minor triad is conspicuously avoided. Two major triads are given 
prominence through cadence, E major and A-flat major. Both are placed at strategic points, 
where the ground theme commences its next round. Whereas E has a tangible harmonic 
relationship to A minor, A-flat does not. Since tangible harmonic relationships, particularly 
long-term ones, are one of the most characteristic traits of Britten’s art, the appearance of A- 
flat in this A minor context appears somewhat odd; merely, perhaps the coincidental 
conjunction of polyphonic voices. Viewed from the perspective of the harmonic structure of 
the work as a whole, rather than the section or subsection, however, A-flat recognisably 
occupies an identical distance from C major to E major; a relationship made clear on a 
Tonnetr. see ex. Villa. 10. Although C major plays very little part, on the surface, in the 
beginning of the third section of the Hymn, its highly symbolic appearance at the line “O wear 
your tribulation like a rose” argues for its significance operating below the immediate surface 
of the third section referring back to the first section and to the serene cadence onto C major 
at the junction between the second (E major section) and the third. A major, to which the third 
section modulates and which is prolonged for 14 bars, which Mark identifies as “the principle
The pitch e l is also prominent in the C major ‘Being Beauteous’ from Les Illuminations (1939). This is the 
first song Britten dedicated to Pears (PNLP).
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modulation of the work” (1995, p. 241) undeniably favours E major as the Hymn’s superior 
tonic over C major because of its Tonic/Dominant relationship. A minor might be seen also to 
favour E major through this same Tonic/Dominant relationship. Yet, the sharing of all its 
tones (in its descending melodic form) with C major, to some extent redresses the harmonic 
balance in favour of C major.^^ The cadencing on to A-flat major contributes to the weighing 
in the balance of the various claims of E and C majors as the predominant Tonic of the Hymn. 
In this intricate interplay of tonal centres, defined most clearly by appearances of triads, it is 
surely significant that an A major triad also occupies a position in relation to C major similar 
to the position that the E major triad occupies; namely the commonality of the single pitch- 
class E (see ex. Villa. 10).
The warmth and harmonic reassurance of the A major prolongation (which, it is argued, offers 
a pleasing negotiating equilibrium in the C major/E major musical argument) breaks up, 
significantly, with the words “O weep, child, weep”. It cadences on C major (“Lost 
innocence”) and, via D Lydian, makes its way forward to the final cadence of the section and 
the C Major/E Major conjunction, “O wear your tribulation”. The A major Lydian setting of 
“O dear white children casual as birds” has often been cited as a prototypical example of 
Britten’s correspondence between the Lydian and innocence.
The Hymn to St Cecilia offers a fascinating mixture of the seemingly conventional and the 
subtly unorthodox. The cadences which lend such a graceful lilt to the opening refrain, for 
example, are nothing more than variants of the interrupted cadence but wilfully flaunt 
conventional tonal voice-leading etiquette with false relations and blatant octave parallels.
The cadence in bar five is a hybrid of a perfect cadence V4/2 (unconventionally resolved) to I, 
and a plagal cadence IV (with the ‘wrong chord’ above it), to I.
One of the most remarkable features of Britten’s Hymn is its enduring power to move 
listeners. Ears attuned to popular music idioms, contemporary music idioms and more 
traditional music idioms still respond, perhaps in ways not explicable by science or musical 
analysis, to its beauty; to a surprising, refreshing progression or a turn of melody expressed in 
a tonal context. Such responses, seemingly beyond the reach of rational explanation, would, 
one suspects, have gratified the composer.
The potential for ambiguity afforded by exploiting the commonality o f tones between a major key and its 
relative minor is one Britten employed fairly frequently. It is found, for example, in the song ‘Cuckoo!’ from 
Friday Afternoons 1933 and the choral piece (later discussed) A Wealden Trio 1929/1976.
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The remaining works discussed in this chapter were composed specifically for the Anglican 
liturgy. It is an indication of Britten’s respect for Tradition and the context within which these 
pieces were designed to function, that all these pieces use the organ as an accompanying 
instrument -the instrument which was at the time accepted as the unchallenged sovereign 
church musical instrument. The origins and depth of Britten’s understanding of the instrument 
and the detail of his writing for it is such an important and extensive topic that it will be dealt 
with separately in chapter XL
A Wedding Anthem (Amo Ergo Sum)
A Wedding Anthem is one of Britten’s most substantial liturgical pieces. The generally sunny 
mood of the piece reflects the happy circumstances surrounding its composition -the marriage 
of two very close friends, the Earl of Harewood and Marion Stein. The personal dimension is 
key to understanding the form of the Wedding Anthem; indeed, for a piece which was to 
become public property through publication, it has an unusually high personal (as opposed to 
local or practical) content.^^
Lord Harewood first met Britten in 1943. Their casual acquaintance grew to genuine 
friendship in the years immediately following the premiere of Peter Grimes in 1945. Lord 
Harewood’s informed knowledge of music, opera in particular, together with his artistic 
discernment, would have attracted Britten to him. Harewood began working for Covent 
Garden Opera House “in a general kind of capacity” (Harewood 1981, p. 151) in 1953-1960, 
and became Managing Director of Sadler’s Wells, later English National Opera, from 1972- 
1985. Harewood’s close association with opera is reflected in the Wedding Anthem. Britten 
chose to introduce two solo arias into the anthem. Unlike the solos in Rejoice in the Lamb 
(1943) and in other liturgical pieces which were written for church-choir soloists, Britten 
wrote consciously for operatic voices in the Wedding Anthem. Performances which rely on 
choral soloists inevitably weaken the impact the piece. The formal plan of the Wedding 
Anthem (discussed below) resembles a mini-operatic scena.
Marion Stein was the daughter of Sophie and Erwin Stein. Britten’s attachment to the 
Stein family was profound. Erwin Stein belonged to the musical elite of Vienna; he was a 
pupil of Schoenberg’s, and a respected conductor. He was extremely well informed musically 
and culturally, both of which qualities he brought to his role as an editor, first for Universal
Ironically, it was this personalised representation of Britten’s art that was chosen to be laid in a time capsule 
under the foundation stone o f the Royal Festival Hall in 1949. The two other items laid in the same capsule were 
impersonal in the extreme: a copy o f The Times newspaper and an umbrella.
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Edition in Vienna, and later at Boosey & Hawkes in London. Britten first met Stein in 1934 in 
Vienna, but it was after the Stein family moved to England in 1938 that the musical and 
personal relationship between the two flourished. When the Steins’ house was damaged by 
fire in 1948, Britten and Pears invited the Steins to take the flat in their London house in St 
John’s Wood, previously occupied by Pears’s parents who were by then deceased. It might 
not be an exaggeration to suggest that Erwin and Sophie became substitute parents for Britten 
(both of Britten’s parents were dead by 1937) and Marion (who among many other fine 
attributes was an accomplished pianist) like a new sister. Britten certainly sought and took 
advice from Erwin Stein who, since the death of Frank Bridge in 1941, assumed the role the 
sympathetic musical mentor; a figure the young composer still had need of:
[Stein] was a musician through and through. I don’t think I ever met a man who knew 
more about music than Stein did... I don’t think there are many people for whom Ben 
would alter music if they did not like it. Everything Ben wrote at this time [ca 1945- 
1955] he immediately played to Erwin or gave him in manuscript form. Ben did make 
alterations, at Erwin’s suggestion, to the Second Quartet and to The Young Person’s 
Guide to the Orchestra, and to one or two small pieces in The Rape o f  Lucretia.
Duncan 1981, p.48
When Harewood and Marion Stein became attached to each other they formed, quite 
naturally, an occasional foursome together with Britten and Pears; spending weekends 
together and travelling together. In July 1949 Britten, Pears, Harewood and Marion Stein 
were in Amsterdam for the first performance of Britten’s Spring Symphony on 14th July. Just 
five days later, the engagement of Lord Harewood to Marion Stein was made official.
We decided on 29 September for our wedding. There was only just time to make the 
necessary preparations, which included arranging the church -S t Mark’s North Audley 
Street, which my family and I had attended when in London before the war... giving 
Ben Britten and Ronald Duncan [the poet] time to write a wedding anthem, which they 
had offered
Harewood 1981, p. 103
The notion that just over two months would give Britten (and Duncan) enough time to write a 
wedding anthem demonstrates just how well Harewood knew the composing habits of Britten. 
He was, at this time, in full flow as a composer, was used to meeting deadlines and enjoyed 
the discipline imposed by knowing what had to be achieved by when. Britten was also wholly 
cognisant of what an Anglican anthem should be, its length and its function. The framework^"^
As early as 1935, Britten was able to write that he had “the scheme but not the notes” for a new choral work (J 
Evans 2009, p.245). Some thirty-four years later (1969) Britten was still operating in the same way: “I never start
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(always an important element for Britten to have in place before writing the actual music) 
would have been firmly in Britten’s mind as he commenced his work. Ronald Duncan was 
also a member of Britten’s intimate circle of fi-iends at this time (in fact Duncan and his wife 
were present in Amsterdam at the Spring Symphony premiere). Duncan remembered:
When the engagement was announced, Ben telephoned me and said that he would like
to write something for the wedding, and that obviously I should write the words.
Duncan 1981 p. 107
Britten’s association with Duncan went back to 1935. Duncan never succeeded in winning the 
exclusive collaboration with the composer he possibly coveted. Britten’s extraordinarily 
fruitful collaborations with W. H. Auden (and his subsequent removal to America) precluded 
the two working again until Britten’s return to England after his American sojourn and his 
graduation from what had become the overbearing influence of the older poet. Britten and 
Duncan met frequently during the final stages of work on the opera Peter Grimes (1945). 
Duncan helped Britten in the rewriting of some sections of Montague Slater’s libretto which 
Britten found deficient for his musical purposes. Duncan’s facility and co-operation, Britten 
suggested, augured well for their future working relationship. The two embarked on a series 
of joint projects: the ‘Masque and anti-masque’ This way to the Tomb (1945) from which the 
anthem Deus in adjutorium was taken, a Birthday Song fo r  Erwin (1945) (written for the 60^  ^
birthday of Erwin Stein) and most importantly The Rape ofLucretia (1946) (which is 
dedicated to Erwin Stein), their sole joint operatic venture. Despite Duncan’s almost 
immediate displacement as Britten’s literary collaborator (Eric Crozier assumed the position 
in 1947) Britten wrote incidental music to Duncan’s play Stratton in 1949. It was probably 
their mutual friendship with the bridal couple and Erwin Stein that prompted Britten to ask 
Duncan to provide a text for the Wedding Anthem.
Ronald Duncan writes “I asked [Britten] what means he intended to use [as resources for the 
anthem]. He said, “A tiny orchestra, a soprano and a tenor” ” (1981 p. 107). There is no 
mention of a choir, but this may have been a memory slip. In the event, the anthem was 
scored for SATB choir with organ accompaniment, but the idea of a soprano and tenor soloist 
(Britten had almost certainly decided that Joan Cross and Peter Pears, both also friends of the 
betrothed, and both of whom sang major roles in the Britten/Duncan opera Lucretia, would
a work without having a very clear conception o f what that work is going to be ...I mean the actual shape o f the 
music -the kind o f music it’s going to be rather than the actual notes, they come much later” (Kildca 2003, p. 
323). Undoubtedly Britten’s ‘scheme’ for^ Wedding Anthem was partially influenced by knowledge o f  the 
anthem repertoire.
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fulfil these roles) was retained. The possibility of representing, vocally, the Bride and Groom 
with operatic voices (a personal tribute to Harewood’s interests) obviously occurred to 
Britten. This was the sort of musical allusion Britten particularly enjoyed making. But Britten 
must also have been aware of just how untypical such a feature of the Anglican anthem this 
would be. Soloists are a feature of a type of anthem (the verse anthem) and were particularly 
popular in the Reformation Chapel Royal. The featuring of soloists was popular too in 
fashionable parish churches in the eighteenth and nineteenth century. Occasionally, even 
Wesley employed them in his reinterpretation of the verse anthem. S S Wesley ultimately 
rejected the practice (as noted in chapter III) realising that solo voices brought with them a 
subjective element into liturgical music that he found distastefiil and inappropriate. Britten’s 
use of soloists in his A Wedding Anthem therefore makes a reference to the Restoration 
anthem, something which would no doubt have been recognised by some of the musical 
guests at the Harewoods’ wedding, William Walton, for example.
Duncan duly wrote, in a few days, what he described as a small cantata.
The macaronic text satisfied the composer who set to work on the musical setting straight 
away. However the text did not please universally:
somebody in authority saw that I had written an aria which was a plea to the Virgin 
Mary to bless the couple. Since the Royal family^^ had been invited to the wedding, it 
was thought that this reference to the Virgin Mary was most inappropriate as it was a 
Catholic gesture. I was asked by the Prime Minister’s office to alter this immediately. I 
could not understand why, and eventually a Bishop wrote to me on the subject. Once I 
understood the point, I changed it, and instead of asking the Virgin Mary to bless the 
couple, I asked her to intercede. The intercession was allowed.
Duncan 1981 p. 108
Lord Harewood remarks that “Ronnie’s words were fastened on by sensational newspapers as 
having Roman Catholic leanings” (Harewood 1981 p. 103).
The Wedding Anthem was composed during a particularly fertile period of Britten’s life: Saint 
Nicolas (1948), The Little Sweep (1949), and Spring Symphony (1949). The opera Billy Budd 
was already underway. Peter Evans finds in Britten’s Wedding Anthem a piece “in which his 
freshest tone of lyricism shines through”, and further suggests that “Perhaps we should not be 
surprised that in setting Duncan again he naturally responded with some memories of the 
sunniest moments in Lucretia"’^  ^(1979, p. 429).
George Harewood is first cousin to Queen Elizabeth II and he had to seek Royal approval from the King 
before the marriage could go ahead.
In particular, the opening flourish of semiquavers in the organ is a reminder of the accompaniment to the linen 
folding ensemble from Act I o f Lucretia. Had Britten used an orchestra for the Wedding Anthem the resemblance
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The wedding and the first performance of the Wedding Anthem duly took place on 29*^  
September 1949 in St Mark’s Church, North Audley Street, London. Britten knew the church 
(he worshipped there a few times) and had some association with the organist and choirmaster 
there, Maurice Vinden.^^
Britten appreciated the contribution the choir boys from St Mark’s had made in the first 
broadcast performance of A Boy was Born (1933). Both the Te Deum in C and the abandoned 
Jubilate in E-flat (1934) were written for Maurice Vinden and the Choir of St Mark’s 
although neither piece received its first performance at St Mark’s or under Vinden’s direction. 
Although the choir enjoyed a fine reputation,^^ Harewood writes that they “turned out to be 
adequate but did not find it easy to learn or perform Ben’s anthem” (1981, p. 103).
Duncan’s mention of the use of a tiny orchestra for the accompaniment is intriguing. Of all 
the organ parts Britten wrote, the one for the Wedding Anthem most closely resembles an 
orchestral reduction. Although, as one might expect, it is perfectly practical, there are 
passages which appear to have been conceived for an orchestra and would certainly benefit 
from being scored for one. The opening organ introduction, for example, looks more typical 
of orchestral string writing; the strings’ more transparent tone would have given the 
semiquaver passage much more vibrancy. The bass line could have conveyed more “gaiety” -  
as the text prompts -than organ pedals can achieve had it been scored for string basses, 
perhaps with bassoons doubling. The accompaniment to the soprano aria beginning “See how 
the scarlet sun” is poorly served by an organ accompaniment. Operation of swell-boxes only 
crudely approximate the expressive nuances required in conveying the subtleties of the 
chromatic inflections in the left hand voice. The closeness of texture between the hands, even 
when employing two manuals, is cloying. Chromatic tensions appear harsh rather than intense 
and would surely have benefited from the textural separation afforded by an orchestra. No life 
can be breathed into the pedal tones here either. One can only regret that the colours which 
Britten might have used for the ‘watery’ accompaniment to the tenor aria “As mountain 
streams” were never realised; on the organ the passage sounds rather dull. Clearly articulated 
woodwind scoring is surely intended in the accompaniment to the duet “These two are not
would have been even greater. The soprano soloist’s recitative “See how the scarlet sun” in the Wedding Anthem 
is reminiscent o f the arietta sung by Lucia in Act 11 o f Lucretia “Where shall we put These violets?” (between 
rehearsal numbers 66 and 67). The Tenor solo in the Wedding Anthem has phases almost identical to ones in the 
flower arranging duet from Act 11 of Lucretia. The Soprano and Tenor phrase “Spes nobis cantavit” in the 
Wedding Anthem looks like an intentional reference to the Flower duet “O what a lovely day!” from Act 11 o f  
Lucretia.
William Lloyd Webber commended Vinden’s skills in his article ‘Three Fine Choirtrainers’, 1958.
In his diary for Sunday 8th March 1931 Britten noted that he went to church at St Mark’s. The choir sung a 
“fine anthem “Many Waters” o f Ireland v. well sung” (ed. Mitchell and Reed 1991, p. 165).
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two”. Perhaps the difficulty of making the organ accompaniment effective rather than merely 
efficient has restricted performances of the piece.
The overall mood of the Wedding Anthem is radiant. The formal scheme, as mentioned above, 
resembles a short operatic scena; the chorus provides an initial festive atmosphere and 
provides thereafter commentarial links between two solo arias and a duet. The final tableau 
unites the forces in a serene envoi. The tempo plan ensures the shifting of pace necessary to 
the unfolding of a drama:
Section 1 Chorus (B major) Allegro molto vivace
Section 2 Soprano solo Aria Recitative -  Andante comodo
-Chorus, short link (F major) Tempo primo
Section 3 Tenor solo Aria Lento
-Chorus, short link (A major key signature) Tempo primo
Section 4 Soprano and Tenor Duet -  (B-flat major) Molto animato
Section 5 Chorus, Soprano and Tenor soloists (B major) Tempo primo largamente
The Wedding Anthem is rich in harmonic colour, something that can be discerned by the 
harmonic fi-ame of the piece which, unusually for Britten, avoids triadic shapes entirely; ex. 
Vllla.l 1. The parenthetic root represents bars 109-141, the Tenor aria and the linking choral 
stanza (section 3), which uses the key signature of A major but remains tonally ambiguous, 
touching upon a Dorian collection with B as its root, Lydian and Aeolian collections with A 
as their roots. From two chords, which have the rhetoric of Dominants, it may be inferred that 
A (major) is the tonal centre, even though the chord of A major is noticeably circumnavigated 
(the chord of A minor appears in bar 116): the El 1 chord, bars 107-108 (the final two bars of 
the choral link of section 2 -the anacrusis to section 3) and the E major chord (with an added 
major seventh), bars 119-120, which divides the Tenor solo into two almost equal halves. 
Although the harmonic frame shown in ex. Villa. 11 is a reasonable adumbration of the 
Wedding Anthem, the structural value of A within it is difficult to determine. This will be 
reconsidered below when the content of each section is examined in detail. However the main 
harmonic areas of the Wedding Anthem are B major, in which the anthem begins and ends, F 
major and B-flat major.
As if to compensate for the disjunct (i.e. non-tonal) relationship between B major and F 
major, Britten seems particularly concerned to overlap them; to allow some elements of B 
major to seep into F major. This is managed in a typically inventive way. In all but two bars
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of the Soprano aria “See how the scarlet sun” (the first part of the F major section 2) the pitch 
class E-flat (i.e. D-sharp -the third of B major) is present. At first, this appears as no more 
than a Mixolydian inflection, but later it appears to be an infi-ingement of F major bearing 
more structural significance. Further infringements are absorbed into F major. From bar 79, 
more and more flattened tones are accrued, in an ordered sequence of descending fifths: first 
A-flat, then D-flat, then G-flat. Here the accrual ends. It is easy to see that proceeding further, 
to C-flat, (i.e. B) would allow too much prominence to the ‘rival’ key. This descent into the 
black-note side of the fifth cycle may be a musical response to the line in Duncan’s poem 
“and where black shadows hung” and to Duncan’s allusion to “the blind [i.e. entirely dark] 
world of men”.
These chromatic corruptions to F major add an emotional burden to the gentle, artless soprano 
melody. The climax comes, therefore, not on a triumphant a2-natural, but a-flat2, and Britten 
chooses for this climax not Duncan’s optimistic phrase “And love that is their light” but a 
reiteration of the altogether more serious one “Thus to the blind world did Jesus bring that 
faith”. F major, indeed, despite the persistent underpinning of the tone F in the bass, seems 
constantly on the verge of collapse. In the final three bars of the Soprano aria, the flattened 
tones are gradually (and in reverse order) abandoned. E-flat, the tone which started the 
process and which left an unmistakable stain of B major on F major, is finally annulled in bar 
91, the penultimate bar of the aria.
In the second part of the F major section 2 (bars 93-108) the chorus sings its “Ave Maria!” 
refrain but already, after just one stanza, the organ abandons a pure diatonic F major and 
employs the Lydian fourth (bar 97). Once again a tone belonging to B major (B-natural) but 
not to F major seeps into tonality of section 2, binding the two together in their unlikely union 
(ex Villa. 12) -perhaps a symbol of the union between Harewood and Stein.
The harmonic ambiguity of section 3 has already been mentioned; a reduction of its content is 
given at ex. Villa. 13a and ex. Villa. 13b. The prominence of el in the solo voice part is 
another example of the personal content of the Wedding Anthem; it isn’t just Peter Pears’s 
voice that is catered for here but, once again, as in Hymn to St Cecilia, a specific single tone 
of his voice. Although hard to define, this tone’s harmonic function can convincingly be 
shown to be an anticipation; first, it is anticipatory to the A minor chord in bar 116 and then 
again, to the E major chord in bar 125. The pc E has its final, but most inventive anticipatory
Mark (1994, pp. 268-297) identifies Britten’s predilection for similar accruals in other works but is reluctant to 
conclude that, where there is a text, the procedure may be a response to a perceived darkening o f mood contained 
within it; he sees Britten’s practice as a dimension o f structure determined by a preference a cycle o f fifths.
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function, as it prepares the Lydian fourth in section 4 which has B-flat major as its main key. 
The Tenor’s high A-natural in bar 131 (tactfully bearing only the suggestion of a formata) 
appears to have a mere ornamental function; all the material which occurs after the climactic 
cadence in bar 127 on to an F-sharp major chord (VI) serves to prolong this. There is a high 
degree of harmonic fluidity, suggestive of ornamental activity, in the passage immediately 
following the F-sharp major chord which is, in contrast, the most stable moment in section 3. 
The F-sharp major chord also supplies the pc A-sharp which Britten later showed was pivotal 
to the B major/B-flat major relationship he set up between the 4^  ^and 5* sections. The double 
meaning of the tone A-sharp/B-flat obviously appealed to Britten. In bar 127, its usefulness as 
a pivot is somewhat weakened by the intervening, harmonically fluid, coda of the Tenor aria 
and the choral link.
The choral link between section 3 into section 4 (bars 133-141) might have been be perceived 
as awkward had not Britten earlier prepared the unpredictable course that scalar choral 
passages take in the Wedding Anthem. Already in section 1 (which will be discussed in detail 
shortly), the composer lays out certain musical credentials of the piece and establishes, 
amongst other features, that unconventional scalar designs are part of the design of this piece. 
The choral link, bars 133-41, therefore falls naturally into the tonal language of the Wedding 
Anthem. Nothing could illustrate better the sui generis developmental technique Britten 
worked hard to achieve (and which, no doubt, Erwin Stein encouraged) than this example. 
Britten’s loyalty to tonality did not preclude him from additions or modifications (modal, 
chromatic, free-tonal) to a tonal background which provided a type of personal Ursatz. Out of 
this could spring foregrounds which were organically related but which were not necessarily 
tonally pure.
The transition from section 3 to 4 is further eased by the double meaning given to the repeated 
motif E-D which appears in bars 137-137 (in the choral link). This is sung by the choral 
sopranos and tenors, doubled in the organ pedal. Both E and D are diatonic members of the A 
major collection here. Since the following Duet “These two are not two” begins in B-flat 
Lydian, the motif E-D can be assumed into the new key smoothly and without modification.
The jolt which could be felt when moving from tonal centres a semitone apart (and which 
Britten obviously thought undesirable) is hereby totally avoided. The anticipatoiy function of 
the Tenor solo E also makes its point.
The soloists’ duet (section 4) is set as a canon in inversion; a witty transliteration of the text 
“These two are not two/Love has made them one” which has frequently been commented 
upon. Britten was intrigued by canons; the technical skill required to construct them
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successfiilly obviously appealed to him. Donald Mitchell was keen to point out that it wasn’t 
just technical exhibitionism which compelled the composer to construct intricate 
counterpoint:
Britten’s contrapuntal art makes itself known in the best of all possible ways: it makes
itself felt, is emotionally experienced, prior to its formal recognition.
Ed. Mitchell and Keller 1952, p.24.
The duettists’ unison in the phrase “Amo Ergo Sum” is a touching moment, appearing as it 
does after a considerable amount of contrapuntal activity -involving crossing of parts without 
meeting -whose purpose seems designed to keep the voices independent of each other.
Linda Hurstad comments that the opening of the Wedding Anthem creates a high level of 
“anticipation and lift” (1987 p. 68). Although this is undoubtedly true, she was wrong to 
ascribe the affect to “an ascending scalar line, constructed of whole-steps” (ibid.). Whole tone 
steps play their part, but they are not used exclusively. Britten’s scalar line (sung in bars 3-8 
by the chorus in unison) is rich in ambiguity. At first, it is perceivably a Lydian ascent from 
D-natural; the initial organ flourish encourages this interpretation. However, the fifth tone of 
the scale is an unexpected A-sharp. The strong Lydian context precludes this from being 
appreciated as a whole-tone ascent; although A-sharp removes the certainty of a pure Lydian 
opening, anything beyond that is difficult to ascertain. When C-sharp follows B-sharp 
(confounding the pattern of a whole-tone scale) it becomes impossible to determine the 
sequence of the remaining scalar tones (there is no regular system employed) or even how 
many there might be. “Anticipation and lift” are therefore the products of ambiguity rather 
than the anhemitonic property of the whole-tone scale: see ex. Villa. 14.
Britten was able to exploit this ambiguity he had introduced so early into the Wedding 
Anthem. It made the construction of the necessarily harmonically flexible (if less cryptic) 
choral link between sections 3 and 4 (also scalar chorus unison) easier; such free flexibility 
was already a part of the musical concept of the Wedding Anthem. In the build up to the 
climax of the duet (section 4) which occurs in bar 186, the tonally free bass voice of the 
accompaniment (bars 176 onwards) has also that degree of ambiguity which immediately 
recalls the choral opening. Tonal ambiguity on one hand is, however, balanced by clear tonal 
definition on the other. Nothing is more unequivocally tonal than the triadic shapes to which 
the choir sings “Ave Maria!” repeatedly once the music has firmly reached its goal, B major.
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Hans Redlich was keen to point out how “The music establishes the tonic B major by the 
unusual detour of an initial D major” (ed. Mitchell and Keller 1952, p.96), but he failed to 
specify the important role D major plays in the structure of the Wedding Anthem. D major has 
a cohesive role; all three tones of the triad are additionally triadic members of the three main 
tonal areas of the piece: F-sharp is the fifth of B major; A is the third of F major; D is the third 
of B-flat major. Ex.VIIIa.l5 shows this interconnection on a Tonnetz^^. D major thereby 
provides the hub from which these tonal areas spread out. The importance of D major as a 
centripetal mechanism is underlined in the cadence of the central, chorale-like subsection of 
section 1, “And may the Holy Virgin”, where it is prolonged for thirteen bars (41-53). The 
recognition of the key part D major plays in the Wedding Anthem also offers a measure of 
explanation to the function of the A root (shown in parenthesis) in the harmonic frame (ex. 
Villa. 11). The abstract Villa. 16 supplements ex. Villa. 11 at a deeper level of structure and 
shows how roots a fifth apart also play an important role in the construction of the Wedding 
Anthem. The fragility of A as a tonal centre is mirrored by the relative structural lightness of 
its fifth pair, D major.
Generally, the chorus sings joyous music (“Ave Maria!”) or tender music (“And may the Holy 
Virgin”) in the Wedding Anthem, but a serious, dark tone is adopted for three Latin phrases: 
“Per vitam Domine”, Per fidem Domine” and “Per mortem Domine”'^ \  Britten retains the key 
signature of B-flat major but by introducing the tone D-flat, moves to B-flat minor. This 
happens at a critical structural point in the Wedding Anthem: the transition between sections 4 
and 5, whose main keys are B-flat major and B major respectively. Once again, Britten seeks 
to smooth over any potential jolt between the two; firstly, by the move to B-flat minor, then 
secondly, by proceeding to B major via its dominant F-sharp major. The play on the double 
meanings this strategy allows, B-flat/A-sharp, D-flat/C-sharp, leaves only one member of 
each of the two triads foreign to each other: F and F-sharp. Therefore, a maximal voice- 
leading parsimony exists between them: ex. Villa. 17. The proximity of the B-flat minor triad 
and the F-sharp major is in contrast to the relative remoteness of the main Key areas, B-flat 
major and B major, as can be seen on a Tonnetz (ex. Villa. 18). The presence of the seventh in 
the dominant chord of B major, E, eases the music securely into the new key, but this tone 
does not possess this meaning exclusively; it can be regarded as yet another incidence of tonal
In Neo-Reimannian Analysis prominence is given to the connections between triads formed by common third 
axes. Progressions proceeding up or down a single axis on the Tonnetz (NW/SE or NE/SW) are therefore seen as 
structurally important as fifth related progressions such as V-IV i.e. where one o f the fifth-steps has been passed 
over.
Translation: “Through the life o f the Lord”, “Through faith in the Lord” and “Through the death o f the Lord”.
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seeping, for although pc E is not a diatonic tone in the key of B-flat major, it is the Lydian 
fourth in Britten’s Lydian B-flat, which colours the ‘innocent’ joyousness of the Duet. The 
addition of G-sharp (the 9*) to the dominant chord of B major is also anticipated in the B-flat 
major duet, in its final three bars (191-193), where the Mixolydian seventh (A-flat) appears. 
These two additional double-meaning tones are shown with opaque note-heads in ex.
Villa. 17.
There is one more necessary harmonic jolt to negotiate; the one which converts B-flat major 
into B-flat minor. Britten, as observed earlier, seemed determined to soften such harmonic 
jolts in the Wedding Anthem. To ease the transition from major to minor he eliminates the 
major third of the host key B-flat major seven bars before the introduction of the minor third. 
Where the root and fifth of the tonic are present in a quasi-tonic prolongation (bars 190-96 
towards the end of section 4) the major third is absent. The minor third certainly registers as a 
darker colour in this predominantly bright piece, and a suitably serious tone is adopted for the 
sermonising section of the anthem, which is delivered in the Christian church’s traditional 
language, Latin. However the dramatic major/minor juxtaposition so favoured by Britten in 
other works, particularly at climactic moments {Violin Concerto (1939), Sinfonia da Requiem 
(1940), Canticle II (1952) for example), is purposefully avoided; there is no crisis in the 
Wedding Anthem.
A musical motif comprising two contrary motion voices meeting in unison (or octave) makes 
a noticeable contribution to the foreground of the Wedding Anthem. Here is a further example 
of Britten’s musical transmutation of a line of poetry: “These two are not two/ Love has made 
them one”. Typical also of Britten, the motif is exploited in retrograde and interversion (exx. 
VIIIa.l9 a-f).
The flattened 6^ ,^"^  ^introduced in the last ten bars of the Wedding Anthem, is a rare note of 
sadness in a piece that otherwise so fittingly captures the spirit of the occasion for which it 
was written. Perhaps the composer felt he had to include a musical warning about the fragility 
of human relationships, even those which start off with every prospect of success. If this is so, 
Britten’s musical message was indeed prophetic; Lord and Marion Harewood were divorced 
1967 after several years of marital unhappiness. Britten and Harewood were also, as the result
“The chief and almost only expressive function of the minor sixth [i.e. flattened 6*'’] is to act as an 
appoggiatura on to the dominant, giving the effect o f a burst o f anguish... one can hardly find a page o f ‘grief 
music by any tonal composer of any period without encountering it several times” (Cooke 1959, p. 146).
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of the wrongdoing Britten perceived on Harewood’s part, unable to continue their close 
friendship.
The Hymn to St Peter op. 56a and Britten’s encounters with plainchant
The anthem Hymn to St Peter was written in the summer of 1955 for the Quincentenary of the 
church of St Peter Mancroft, Norwich.
Although only just over five minutes in duration, Britten’s Hymn to St Peter is an exemplary 
demonstration of his art. The formal design shows a carefully considered concern for a 
balance between cohesion and contrast. The handling of the text demonstrates Britten’s 
capacity for creating a small drama out of a flat piece of prose. Britten’s procedure here 
resembles S S Wesley’s in The Wilderness’, both composers edited the text in order to secure a 
satisfactory musical form for their respective anthems. But Wesley’s and Britten’s conception 
differed in one very important particular. Wesley (as has been mentioned) was suspicious of 
overdramatising texts, feeling that Anglican liturgical music should remain somewhat aloof. 
Britten didn’t share this belief; he enjoyed colouring the texts he set with music of an almost 
onomatopoeic realism. Accordingly, a lot of Britten’s liturgical music is altogether more 
characterful and subjective than most Anglican church pieces, at least those associated with 
the deliberately aloof style of the cathedrals.
The Hymn to St Peter is interesting not least because, in it, Britten utilised a plainchant 
melody and furthered his practice of quarrying a plainchant melody for musical shapes to 
provide the raw material for a composition. This found its ultimate expression in the three 
Church Parables the first of which. Curlew River, was composed nine years later in 1964. The 
Hymn to St Peter is one of only two works written specifically as liturgical music in which 
Britten employs plainchant. The other, the Missa Brevis, was written, uniquely, for the Roman 
Catholic liturgy.
A summary of the formal plan of the Hymn to St Peter is given in ex.VIIIa.20. It is a typically 
cogent Britten frame -a  single consonant triad, formed by the roots of the keys of short 
sections, provides the tonal universe (here G minor) for the piece as a whole. Within sections 
two and four, further triadic organisations are at work. In section four an B flat major triad is 
formed by the roots of the first four major chords (ex. VIIIa.21). The Mixolydian cadence into 
the coda is not entirely a spontaneous gesture. The first half of the pedal ostinato of section 
three has already explored the Mixolydian mode, introducing the pc C natural into the 
diatonic D major (ex. VIIIa.22). The second half of the pedal ostinato involves a move to B
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minor. The conjunction between the home key of the section, D major, and B minor, is merely 
a transposition of the conjunction B flat major/G minor which is inherent in the original 
plainchant Tu es Petrus (Alleluia and Verse of the Common o f Holy Popes). It is perhaps 
characteristic of Britten to exploit the anhemitonic pentatonic collection found in the first two 
phrases of the plainchant melody in this way; to extract two tonal triads with their roots a third 
apart. Britten isn’t so interested in the sound of the pentatonic collection itself, rather its 
bipolar potential. It was surely this which inspired the final chord of the Hymn, a coalescence 
of the B flat major triad and the G minor triad."^  ^The chord is also a satisfactory reconciliation 
between the Hymn's home tonality, B-flat Major (the key of section one, four and the coda) 
and the tonal universe described by the fi-ame, G minor. The final chord has a quality of 
luminosity which is not solely the result of its placement in a high register; it is also due to 
Britten’s individual way with the interval of the major second. Erwin Stein, writing as a 
musicologist, considered this to be one of Britten’s important contributions to the 
emancipation of the consonance (sometimes referred to as a ‘higher consonance’):
I should like to call this discovery of Britten’s “the sonority of the second”. Composers 
before [Britten] have indulged in the exploitation of the interval, but Bartok and others 
used it mostly for its stringency. In Britten’s music the second has become beautiful and 
tender - “new sound symbolizing a new personality”, as Schoenberg, in his Harmonielehre, 
defined similar event of the past.
Stein 1953, p. 141
In section two, Britten traverses the same triadic shape as that of the total fi-ame, G minor. 
Resourcefully, he touches the roots in a different order (in an order Schenker would have 
recognised as the a classical unfolding of a tonal structure in the minor key, minus the final 
tonic), ending on a D major, the dominant of section two, in preparation for the third section 
of the Hymn (ex. VIIIa.23).
There is no surprise that Britten used melodic material from initial phrases as raw material for 
the whole of the piece. This was wholly characteristic of Britten’s musical economy. Interest 
here lies in the choice of a plainsong melody as inspiration as it prefigures Britten’s working 
of plainchant material in three important, major works: the Three Church Parables.
The Hymn was composed in 1955, just a few months before Britten’s trip to the Far East 
which gave him an acquaintance with certain traditions of Balinese and Japanese Music.
These have always been understood to have provided the main inspiration for the Church
Evans suggested that this ending was altogether less formally charged “[It] does not seem an indulgence, for it 
so evidently stems from the pentatonic source o f the piece” (1979, p. 432).
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Parables. At the same time, much of the constructional practice which Britten exploits in these 
important works was firmly in place before this source of inspiration, a view supported by the 
analyses in this s tudy . The  trip to the Far East should be regarded as supplementing Britten’s 
musical armoury rather than supplanting it. The exposure to exotic music which so excited 
Britten might be thought to have accelerated his development in the areas of texture, 
harmony, colour and rhythmic layering rather than directing him onto a totally new path; the 
developmental direction in which Britten was proceeding had already been embarked upon. 
The exposure to Balinese and Japanese music provided a model as to where this development 
might lead -one that had not been foreseen in quite this way. This offers an explanation as to 
why Britten was so receptive to the exotic music he heard and so remarkably quick to “catch 
on”;"^  ^he was already on the way. If the style of the Church Parables appears to come as a 
surprise, this should not so much be because the critic perceives a new conceptual phase of 
Britten’s technique, but rather acknowledges a sudden advance in a logical trajectory 
consistent with Britten’s earlier practice. The stylistic novelty of the Balinese music in Prince 
o f the Pagodas (1956) comes as more of a surprise, namely because the unfiltered exoticism 
doesn’t appear predictable according to a trajectory suggested by Britten’s compositional 
practice up to that time.
Graham Elliott is surely right when he suggests that Britten used plainsong to evoke “things 
spiritual” (2006, p. 47) but Britten seemed also sensitive to the timelessness and remoteness 
of the style too."^  ^Hymn tunes were more personal to Britten. Unusually, as earlier 
acknowledged, he rather enjoyed Victorian hymn tunes, generally the bêtes noires of 
cultivated musicians;^^ they no doubt reminded him of churchgoing in his youth in the
I believe that Cooke’s Britten and the Far East (1998) broadly evidences this view too, even though Cooke’s 
stated aim, “to isolate those characteristics o f the composer’s style which may be related to his interest in oriental 
music on a general level” (p. 2), does not suggest that the author was setting out to confirm or deny this feature 
of Britten’s development.
On 17* January 1956, Britten wrote in a letter to Imogen Holst “The music is fantasticallv rich -melodically, 
rhythmically, texture (such orchestration!I) & above all formallv. ... At last I am beginning to catch on to the 
technique...” (ed. Reed, Cooke and Mitchell 2008, p. 385). After only five days on Bali, Britten was able to 
claim he had ‘caught on’, a claim that, in part, can be accredited to his acute musical ear and musical 
intelligence. Surely, too, the claim was in no small measure due to the recognition that, in Balinese music,
Britten perceived procedures he too had been pursuing in his own compositional methods.
Perhaps ‘sexlessness’ could be added too; because of this, plainsong might be deemed suitable for ‘pure’ 
religious thought.
^ S S  Wesley’s tune Aurelia was an early favourite (see ed. J Evans 2009, p. 31). J. Goss’s Praise, my soul was 
given improvised links and transpositions (see ed. Reed, Cooke and Mitchell 2008, p. 421). J B Dyke’s 
Beatitudo formed the basis o f a set o f variations written for the organist o f St John’s Church, Lowestoft. Britten 
chose another Dykes tune, Melita, to use in N oye’s Fludde. Elliott (2006, pp.68-9) is right when he observes that 
the integration of this hymn tune “imposes certain problems for the composer in integrating the Victorian 
harmonies”. Clearly, Britten wanted this particular tune and therefore set about solving any ‘problems’. Problem 
solving was a characteristic facet o f his competitive nature.
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company of his mother whose preference was for ‘Low-Church’ worship. For this reason, 
Britten tended to use hymn tunes as emotive signifiers. Plainchant was more useful to him for 
atmospheric effect.
Britten showed little apparent interest in plainchant when he first encountered it at his public 
school, Gresham’s, beyond noting that it seemed to be part of the ‘High Hhurch’ ceremony 
practised there (see ed. Mitchell and Reed 1991, p. 93). When a suitable emotional distance 
from Gresham’s (where Britten had not been happy) had been gained, negative associations 
which may have been attached to plainsong, could be jettisoned. This done, Britten 
recognised just how powerfully evocative plainchant, as a musical type, could be. Like the 
music of a composer he greatly admired, Mahler, Britten’s music frequently relied on the 
evocative power of music ‘types’ -marches (funereal or militaristic), dances, folk melody, 
light music and later, for Britten, Far Eastern music. Britten, like Mahler, felt compelled to 
draw a listener into the experience of his music by triggering mechanisms of connection and 
association. For those sympathetic with Britten’s music it is this drawing in -the 
transportation to a different place, time and state of being, through a jogging of memory -  
which makes his music so powerfully attractive. Although these experiences can be 
exhilarating they can also, at times, cause vulnerability. Occasionally they may even veer 
towards the dangerous (as, for example, Britten’s evocation of malevolent manipulative forces 
in The Turn o f the Screw (1954), Owen Wingrave (1970), and even in ^  Midsummer Night’s 
Dream, (I960)). They can also be intrusive and invasive. For this reason reactions against 
Britten’s music (like those for Mahler) tend to be strong rather than merely indifferent.
The Christmas plainchant antiphon Hodie Christus natus est was made known to Britten after 
he had set the text to his own music in the work which would become known as Ceremony o f  
Carols (1942) (which is discussed in detail in chapter X). Some strong impulse led him to 
employ the medieval melody as a frame for the new work. The composer’s sensitivity to 
atmosphere is rarely doubted, so it is easy to appreciate that Britten was acutely sensitive to 
the plainchant’s medieval atmosphere and saw that it could stimulate an appropriate ambience 
within which to place his sequence of carol settings to advantage -perhaps drawing to the 
surface a seam of antiquity latent in the existing sequence of carol settings. Since the 
plainchant was introduced into the Ceremony at a relatively late stage of the work’s 
development, none of the carols draw material from it. Only the harp interlude, also a late 
addition to the work, makes use of it.
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Four years before Ceremony, Britten had a much more significant encounter with plainchant. 
When he accepted an invitation in 1938 to set to music some texts selected by R Ellis Roberts 
for the Whitsun radio presentation The World o f the Spirit (which also included readings), 
Britten understood that he faced a problem of musical cohesion. This was a problem he had 
repeatedly encountered in his early extended compositions such as Christ’s Nativity (1931), 
and ^  Roy was Born (1933)/^ The chosen texts for The World o f  the Spirit were disparate, 
and called for varied musical treatment, so Britten faced a particular challenge in attempting 
to make the whole a satisfactory continuum of musical experience. Britten had faced a similar 
problem on an earlier project of the same type. The Company o f Heaven of 1937. Britten’s 
solution in both cases was to try to unite the material by exploiting musical motifs from the 
melody of the concluding hymns which Ellis had chosen as a suitable endings to his 
programmes. In The Company, the tune Lasst uns erfreuen, which Vaughan Williams had 
constructed from a 1623 source, served this purpose. In The World it was the plainsong 
melody Veni, Creator Spiritus. In both instances the melodies had been decided upon by Ellis 
so Britten had to work with these. Both hymns with their tunes were fi*om The English 
Hymnal (1906/1933). The earlier piece. The Company, contains much inventive and 
characterful music - it  has been noted that the a cappella setting Whoso dwelleth (movement 
IX) imitates plainsong. Britten, perhaps aware that too overt, too frequent or too recognisable 
references to Lasst uns erfreuen might become tiresome or restrictive, keeps these to a 
minimum. Consequently, The World operates somewhat centrifugally, each piece or section 
of the work only tenuously relating to the somewhat amorphous whole. Britten’s organisation 
of the tonal areas of the separate pieces does not here amount to a conscious scheme as it was, 
so strongly, to do in later Britten works made up of sections or tableaux (like for example 
Rejoice in the Lamb 1943 or Hymn to St Peter). The World o f the Spirit is an altogether more 
concentrated work. One of the mechanisms providing cohesiveness is Britten’s drawing more 
frequently on motifs from the plainchant melody: out of a total of sixteen musical sections, 
two of them present the plainsong melody in its entirety and six of them (sections 1, 6a, 6b,
6c, 6f and 10) cite the plainchant (ex. VIIIa.24) almost directly or in a form easily identified 
as related to it. Sections 3 and 9 bare passing references to the plainsong of a more ambiguous 
nature (ex. VHIa.24a and b). These may or may not be conscious on Britten’s part but 
contribute, even so, to a centripetal structure. Having secured a large degree of cohesion for
Musical cohesion was an important issue in The World o f  the Spirit because, as noted above, Britten had 
ambitions to turn his incidental music into a ‘short choral work’. There would be little chance o f creating even a 
short choral work from the parts which did not convincingly belong together.
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the work with these monothematic devices, Britten has provided room for more thematic 
freedom in sections 3 and 9 and also the remaining six sections. As if to check the impulse to 
fracture the whole too much, three of the remaining six sections of The World are versions of 
the same chorale-like theme which first appears in section 2. This Lutheran-chorale inspired 
theme evokes an earthbound congregation at worship. This is in contrast to settings of the 
plainchant Veni, Creator Spiritus where Britten suggests, with prolonged non-functional 
harmony, a less temporal choir.
In The World o f the Spirit, as in the Hymn to St Peter and on all other occasions when he used 
plainchant, Britten opted for conventional notation rather than the authentic square notation 
which plainsong specialists recommend. This might have been for purely practical reasons 
(for instance, the restricted rehearsal time allowed for the BBC programme) or it may be 
viewed as an aspect of Britten’s indifference to authentic plainchant performance or sources. 
Britten did not sing plainsong personally as a form of spiritual devotion -such an important 
piece of biographical information would surely have emerged; it was simply just another 
musical type which had strong evocative power. There was nothing disrespectful in his 
exploitation of the genre but it didn’t carry any strong personal devotional identification 
either. In the Ceremony o f Carols and in the Church Parables, Britten trusted his singers’ 
ability to find the correct rhythmic flow in their performances of the plainsong themes. In the 
early The World o f the Spirit and again in the Hymn to St Peter, Britten chose to specify the 
rhythm to which the melody should be performed. This too makes rehearsing much easier. In 
The World, Britten went to some trouble to approximate, in his rhythmic notation, the flexible 
flowing style of plainchant. When he came to write the Hymn, this rhythmic aspect of 
plainchant style was far less carefully preserved, at least at the beginning of the piece.
Robbing the plainchant theme of this dimension of its expressivity seemed to be a necessary 
stage of its preparation; part of the process of regarding it as ‘basic material’ for the following 
musical essay.
Although elements of hétérophonie texture are present in the Hymn, Britten was not yet ready 
for the rhythmical freedom he employed in the Church Parables -a  rhythmic freedom inspired 
by the musical experience of the world trip yet to come. Just as plainsong in the Hymn is kept 
under strict rhythmic control so too is the hétérophonie polyphony. Both plainsong and 
hétérophonie textures would be freed in the Church Parables.
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Britten, Elliott asserts (2006, p. 56), had several potential sources for his choice of plainsong. 
Whatever Britten’s source was for the Hymn (this is uncertain) he clearly wasn’t interested in 
transplanting the original wholesale into the new choral piece."^  ^The treatment of the melody 
given out by the organ makes this abundantly clear. In addition to splitting up the melody into 
two discrete halves in two different keys (a major third apart), separated by the interjection of 
two choral sections, the second half is subjected to an additional fracture; the first phrase a 
minor third higher relative to the second phrase. (Britten has a formal ‘use’ for this fracture; it 
enables him to introduce, smoothly, some chromatic colour (c natural and c sharp) denied to 
him in the plainsong.) It is only when the treble soloist sings (appropriately enough) the Latin 
text “Tu es Petrus” that the ‘original’ plainsong melody is heard in anything approaching its 
authentic^^ version. Even here, each clause is interrupted by the chorus.
The Hymn, in its relationship to its main theme, appears to follow a structural strategy which 
Britten also used in two instrumental works (one written before it, the other after): Lachrymae 
op. 48 (1950) diVià. Nocturnal after John Dowland, op. 70 (1963). In all three works the source 
melody is held back in its complete form from the listener until towards the end of the work. 
This process, a reversal of the more conventional variation principle, invites the metaphor of a 
journey towards enlightenment gained not through knowledge so much as through the 
shedding of layers of complicated meanings overlaying a simple truth. It is a distinctly 
Eastern philosophical concept, quite different from the concept behind the usual Variation 
Form where enlightenment is gained through knowledge presented in layers of meaning 
added by elaboration and exploration.
Both Evans (1979, p. 432) and Cooke (1998, p. 48) recognised that the plainsong Tu es Petrus 
provided material for the Hymn to St Peter. Some of Britten’s borrowings are easy to identify: 
the pedal ostinatos, the pentatonic shapes. Some other borrowings may be felt but bear only 
superficial resemblance to the actual plainchant. Britten’s sensitivity is revealed in the 
suggestive quality of his construction; in the impression his material gives that it all derives 
from the same source while operating with freedom to expand the material necessary to 
sustain the composition. Britten’s skill -his genius (one he began to cultivate as soon as he 
started to have lessons from Bridge) was in choosing in which dimension of a work -melodic, 
harmonic, rhythmic, textural -expansion could be made and, critically, how far these could 
go. Equally important was deciding which dimensions should not be expanded because they
49 Elliott provides what he regards as the source plainsong melody upon which Britten based the Hymn to St 
P eter-2006, p. 56. If this indeed is the source it suggests that Britten’s plainsong is very much his own 
invention, using only basic ideas from the original.
That is ‘authentic’ in the version Britten has chosen.
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would weaken the integrity of the whole. For example, in the Hymn, chromatic elaborations 
are kept to a minimum. Some are allowed in the g minor second section and the above 
mentioned c natural/c sharp inflection of section two introduces welcome colour into the 
predominantly diatonic surroundings. However, nothing appears more alien to plainchant than 
chromatic infringement. By heavily suppressing chromatic colouring, Britten keeps this music 
sounding, if not actually plainsong-like, plainsong related.
A dimension of plainsong ripe for expansion is its rhythmical organisation; phrase lengths are 
un-symmetrical and a regular metre (as opposed to a pulse) is not perceivable. Using this 
feature, Britten is able to layer an eleven-quaver pattern (the pedal ostinato from bar 8) 
against a regular four crotchet-beat metre without introducing anything essentially disruptive 
to the mood or structure. The choir is able to sing phrases of varied lengths (in their first 
entry, three bars, five bars, two bars, five bars) and there is no danger of disturbing a non­
existent metric pattern.
Although it is as easy as anywhere else in the Hymn to identify how melodic shapes of the 
scherzo section (section two) derive from Tu es Petrus, this section’s main formal function is 
not one of unity but one of contrast. In systems of musical analysis dedicated to finding unity 
in all aspects of a composition, it is often common that the function of contrasts (equally 
important to the balance of a composition, particularly to its drama) is minimised or taken for 
granted. Britten understood the ramifications of the balance between unity and contrast much 
better after his intense study at the Royal College of Music. With his first taste of life as a 
professional composer, he turned out many scores of incidental music for the stage, screen, 
and mentioned above, radio. These two training grounds seemed to pull in opposite directions: 
concentrated musical constructions at the RCM as Britten sharpened his technique, varied, 
unconnected character pieces that had immediate impact when writing incidental music. Both 
experiences left their mark.
The formal plan (ex. VIIIa.20) secured a cohesive harmonic foundation for the Hymn', it is a 
perfectly viable abstract. Within this could be cast music that need not be over-consciously 
unified; contrasts could easily be accommodated and thus secure a satisfactory musical essay. 
The formal demands may actually have influenced the way in which the text was edited since, 
as has been noted, Britten, even in his youth, often found the form of a piece before this form 
was fleshed out in any foreground detail. Even a piece of little over five minutes in duration 
seemed to demand from Britten a construction which allowed different music types to make 
their effect. A text, even if written as a fiat piece of prose, required editing so that it didn’t
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sound, in its musical setting, as if it were a single voice statement. A text could be portioned 
out and lines distributed to different ‘characters’; some of these characters, like the one who 
speaks in section two of the Hymn, may be allowed to speak a little faster and perhaps a little 
less seriously -certainly less Anglican -than others.
Britten’s conception of the vocal scherzo, both in his solo writing and choral writing, was one 
of his most original inventions. They are found, for example in A Boy was Born (1933), Hymn 
to St Cecilia (1942) and even in the War Requiem (1962). The scherzo in the Hymn to St Peter 
is, like the examples quoted, written in imitative counterpoint; airy, sprightly, gay. Cooke 
(1998 p. 49) described it as “dry”, which might imply that Cooke found little to admire, 
overlooking the far-ffom-routine harmonic progression, and the playful variety of rhythmic 
patterns which secure an interesting layering of the texture.
The line of text which serves this scherzo, “Instead of thy fathers, sons are bom to thee”, is 
obscure in its meaning but is probably an example of the theological practice where Old 
Testament narratives are reinterpreted to make them appear to prefigure Christian history.^ ^ 
Peter is named as Father of the New Testament church; all the Old Testament Patriarchs are 
interpreted as pre-manifestations of Peter. Britten’s musical setting of these lines could hardly 
be said to constitute a serious meditation on them. Britten here is at his most un-Anglican in 
the sense that the clear projection of the text must be regarded as one of the most central of 
the guiding principles of Anglican liturgical music composition. Playful indulgencies of the 
sort Britten employs here do have a precedent in Anglican liturgical music -for example, the 
‘play’ of much of Purcell’s liturgical music, and the delight such display gave to parish 
church congregations when the anthem was perceived as ‘the entertainment’ of the Sunday 
service. The indulgence was, however, provokingly untypical of Anglican liturgical music at 
the time (the contents of The Church Anthem Book —a publication only twenty years old when 
Britten’s Hymn was composed is a clear indication of this). Yet the gain to the musical 
narrative of the Hymn, by introducing textural and tempo contrast, is significant. Sometimes, 
where formal or dramatic considerations were paramount, Britten was prepared to view a 
section of text merely as a supply of words -o r vocal sounds. Britten’s much lauded skill as a 
setter of texts (even Britten’s harshest critics could not deny that the composer had an 
unparalleled ability in this) sometimes involved this form of abuse for overriding formal 
considerations.
The topic is thoroughly investigated in Armstrong 2007, chapters 1-3.
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One of the first reviews which the Hymn received appeared in Music and Letters, July 1956. 
P[eter] J. P[irie] thought the fourth section was ‘something like a miracle’. It is certainly a 
strikingly effective and imaginative episode: a boy treble sings the Tu es Petrus plainchant 
with its Latin text and each clause is translated in turn by a subdued S ATB choir. It is as if 
Britten had represented a scene in which speaking in tongues had been provided with an 
instant translation. Illuminatingly, the Latin heteroglossic utterance is sung to the plainsong 
melody (probably a symbol for Britten of remote and ancient religious belief) whilst the 
translation, into the Anglican’s language of worship, English, is set to music reminiscent of 
that uniquely Anglican type: the Anglican chant.
Mervyn Cooke (1998) stressed that Britten’s interest and use of hétérophonie technique 
predated his trip to the Far East. In the Hymn, Britten’s last composition before that journey, 
there is further evidence of Britten’s experimentation with various aspects of heterophony.
The stratification of plainchant influenced motifs through metric polyphony employing quasi 
hétérophonie techniques has been mentioned. The choral texture of the opening section also 
contains certain elements of heterophony. Starting on a unison tone, hy the fourth crotchet the 
unison breaks up; the treble and the tenor continue to sing what appears to be the main theme 
whilst the alto and bass sing, simultaneously, an approximation or variant of it. The traditional 
devices of tonal polyphonic dissonance management have been replaced by a texture which is 
made up of melodic strands, the contours of which all seem derived fi-om the initial plainsong. 
Although it is only an illusion, the impression is of a single melody being performed 
heterophonically -some tones have been left out and some repeated. Later (in the Church 
Parables) Britten exploited hétérophonie textures more strictly.
Antiphon, op. 56b
Although the Antiphon shares the opus number 56 with the Hymn to St Peter, and both are 
purpose-composed liturgical pieces for an Anglican celebration, it is misleading to regard the 
two pieces as a pair, at least in the conventional sense. They were not composed for the same 
occasion, same church or choir; not even in the same calendar year -about nine months 
separate their composition. The manuscript for the Hymn does not bear a date but Cooke 
(1998) convincingly argues it was finished in the summer of 1955. The Antiphon was 
composed in March 1956 (for the centenary of St Michael's College, Tenbury). Yet, in a 
sense, both opera 56 do belong together; for although they were composed on either side of
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Britten’s life-changing trip to the Far East, which began in October 1955 and ended in March 
1956, their style places them both in Britten’s pre-Far East composition period.
There can be little doubt that Britten’s trip to the Far East and, in particular, his exposure to 
the Gamelan of Bali and the No of Japan, acted as a catalyst. This released in Britten modes 
of expression and techniques hinted at but not fully developed before these encounters.
Britten was struggling with the composition of a new ballet. The Prince o f  the Pagodas (see 
ed. Reed, Cooke and Mitchell 2008 especially pp. 332-334) and this struggle seems to 
coincide with a feeling Britten had that he was, as he put it in 1955, “on the threshold of a 
new musical world” (ibid. p. 316). Perhaps it was the lack of a nudge over this threshold 
which was causing Britten, uncharacteristically, to progress very slowly with Pagodas.
Britten declared himself “worried by the problems which arise” (ibid. p.316) with this new 
musical world and many commentators (Mitchell and Cooke chief among them) regard 
Britten’s absorption of exotic sounds and dramatic presentations from Bali and Japan as 
providing just the nudge that was necessary to help the composer find a way out of his worries 
and problems. Certainly, the inspiration of the gamelan helped Britten overcome his 
temporary block over Pagodas and propelled the composer to explore new technical ideas. 
However, before Britten could enter fully into his “new musical world”, there were one or two 
composition jobs that needed to be attended to quickly and, perhaps because of this, Britten 
revisited his old world, fully aware of what he could still achieve here. One of these was 
arranging three folk songs for high voice and guitar ready for a recital to be given by Pears 
and Julian Bream. Another was writing some additional music to form, along with Canticle 
III (1954),^^ a sequence to be performed at the 1956 Aldeburgh Festival called The Heart o f 
the Matter. Yet another was the composition of the Antiphon. Neither the folk song 
arrangements nor the new music for The Heart o f the Matter were allotted opus numbers. The 
allotting of the opus number 56, thus linking it with a work written before the Far East trip, 
might have been deliberate on Britten’s part, as if to signal that this work belonged to his ‘old 
world’. A new opus number, 57, was reserved for the completed ballet. For Britten, at least, 
the two compositions belonged to two different phases of his development as a composer. 
Revealingly, immediately prior to the tour which took him to the Far East, Britten appears to 
have taken stock of his compositional credentials in order to review his musical and technical 
accomplishments. Taking breaks from composition of the troublesome ballet (Pagodas) 
Britten revisited works from an earlier period and reworked them in one way or another. In
It was in a letter o f April 1955 to the poet Edith Sitwell, whose poem had been set by Britten in Canticle III, 
that Britten expressed his feeling about being “on the threshold o f a new musical world”.
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June 1955 he scored his folk song arrangement The Salley Gardens (1942) for voice and 
orchestra and, in October, returned to his youthful choral variations A Boy was Born (1933) to 
make revisions. This activity has the appearance of a composer clearing his desk and tying up 
loose ends before embarking on something fresh.
In the light of this it is interesting to note that, of the two choral pieces, opus 56a, Hymn to St 
Peter and opus 56b, Antiphon, it is the earlier, pre-Far East tom Hymn which shows more (if 
only slight) influence of Eastern music than the Antiphon. The Antiphon has very little hint of 
the flood of Balinese inspired music that was about to be poured into Pagodas nor Japanese 
inspired music that would resonate so profoundly in the Church Operas (1964, 1966 and 
1968).
The Antiphon is a piece of high quality gebrauchsmusik, a description Britten may not have 
despised despite its pejorative connotations:
When I am asked to compose a work for an occasion, great or small, I want to know in 
some detail the conditions of the place where it will be performed, the size and 
acoustics, what instruments or singers will be available and suitable, the kind of people 
who will hear it and what language they will understand
Britten 1964, p. 12
Perhaps it was Britten’s sensitivity to “the kind of people who will hear it” that explains the 
revisionist feel to Op.56b; it is a short piece written to celebrate the centenary of a public 
school^^ and it was inappropriate to experiment with a style of composition so alien to a 
school chapel. "^  ^Britten’s approach was summarised by Arthur Milner:
without abdicating his personal idiom, [Britten] employed basically uncomplicated 
material in ways that led the performers out of their traditional habits into new 
awareness of the musical possibilities of the English language, thus persuading them 
to accept styles and treatment that they would previously have rejected.
Ed. Palmer 1984, p. 334
St Michael’s, Tenbuiy was a private school established by Sir Frederick Gore Ouseley (see chapter III) to 
provide choristers with an environment conducive to their calling, which was the daily performance o f choral 
offices. The school s second Statute reads, in part, ‘To form a model for the Choral Services for the church’ (See 
Bland 2000, p. 205). Later, the school was open to fee paying pupils without special singing skills.
BniiQvi’s Antiphon would have sounded startlingly original as it was in the context o f its first performance. The 
Centenary service contained much Traditional Anglican music; Stanford, Bullock, Sumsion and o f course 
Ouseley. The other work commissioned for this service was Heathcote Statham’s Festival Te Deum (see Bland 
2005, p. 206).
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In Britten’s Antiphon, the sound (and possibly their swinging motion) of bells plays an 
important role. Although nothing in the text appears to trigger this response/^ the frequency 
of bells in Britten’s music generally suggests that their rich sound, coloured by unusual 
overtones and their association with religious ceremonial, held a special fascination for him. 
Britten would have heard many different bells on his trip to the Far East and perhaps their 
timbre especially fascinated him after this.
The text for the Antiphon is by George Herbert. His Antiphon sets out a tripartite dialogue 
between Chorus, Men and Angels; the Men and Angles commenting, from their perspective, 
on the proclamations of the Chorus. This layout would have appealed to Britten, who often 
contrived to edit in similar dialogues within a text, even when this seemed a decidedly 
unpromising proposition (qv for example Hymn to St Peter). Here the ‘cast’ for Britten’s mini 
drama are already in place and Britten had no difficulty in characterising their voices by 
judicious distributing of the performing forces involved:
The Chorus is represented by the tutti voices mostly in unison, accompanied by a loud, 
lively organ accompaniment. They employ boisterous jubilus.
The Angels (“here above”) are represented by a treble (or soprano) semi-chorus group 
(optionally soloists). These carol in unison in plainchant inspired melisma. They are 
accompanied by chords played quietly on the organ. Britten, in his performing note in 
the score, asks that these voices should be placed “in a gallery apart from the choir”.
The Men (altos, tenors and basses) (“here below”) are given more down to earth 
music; they sing in homophonie blocks, reminiscent of the style of metric psalms. 
Britten’s music gives the impression that they ‘crouch’, as Herbert suggests.
The choral opening of the Antiphon recalls the chorus “Let Nimrod, the mighty hunter” from 
Rejoice in the Lamb (1943); it is even in the same key. The organ accompaniment is more 
clangorous than its predecessor, like the ringing of bells, and the back-and-forth alternation of 
chords is suggestive of their swinging motion. But unlike the earlier piece, the chorus here is
Bland (2005) makes no mention of bells at St Michael’s, Tenbury, but this does not exclude the possibility that 
bells there may have inspired Britten. The composer is known to have visited the school prior to 1956 (see Bland 
2005, p. 188).
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constantly halted, allowing for commentary from Angels and Men (only on their first 
appearance is the order of the commentary reversed) who sing very softly. As was noted 
above, the Angels are preferably remote and seemingly freed from gravity while the Men 
seem imprisoned by it. These interruptions recall similar ones elsewhere in Britten’s oeuvre. 
One example is the chorus ‘The Birth of Nicolas’ from the cantata Saint Nicolas (1948) where 
the waltzing main theme is arrested seven times for the pronouncement “God be Glorified” by 
the soloist accompanied by the organ alone. Britten was to use interruptions to devastating 
effect in the War Requiem (1962) in the Offertorium, especially between figures 76 and 79, 
where the boys’ chorus intervenes several times with the Latin liturgical “Hostias et preces 
tibi Domine” (“Sacrifices and prayers offer we to thee, O Lord”) whilst the male soloists sing 
Owen’s text “But the old man would not so, but slew his son, and half the seed of Europe, one 
by one”. This alternating between two or more apparently independent strata was a 
characteristic Britten device; through it, he could appear to hold several locations or several 
time-zones of action going simultaneously. The composer clearly enjoyed presenting different 
sides of a situation for the audience to view; a form of dramatic polyphony or musical 3D.
This made the dénouement (a triumph of good over evil, of redemption over damnation or, 
less monumental, of allegro over andante) all the more satisfying; the action had not been all 
one-sided and there were always possible alternatives.
Viewed as drama, the Antiphon presents the Chorus as the dominating character; citing the 
Bible with the confidence of an Evangelical prelate. Its noisy music does bear some 
resemblance to a ranting sermoniser^^. The Angels, ideally sung by a boy trebles -which 
Britten constantly used as representatives of innocence and purity -sing music which, 
rhythmically, is very like the Chorus. However, the slower tempo, the gentle dynamic and the 
chromatic harmonic progressions transform the bombastic into the ethereal. Britten chooses to 
characterise the Men as humble creatures, mumbling, as is if in indistinct prayer. Their 
cadences make them appear dumbstruck and God-fearing. As the Antiphon proceeds, it is the 
Chorus which seems to dominate in this drama; its voice is the strongest and its music might 
be identified as the main matter of the piece. The voices of the Angels and Men appear 
secondary to it, assuming a subsidiary role. But in the end it is actually the Angels and Men 
who gain superiority. This dramatic shift is achieved primarily through the critical cadence in
The Antiphon Chorus music has clear echoes from ‘The Morning Star’, from part I o f Spring Symphony 
(1949): they share the same key, they sing mainly in unison, employ much jubilus and there is a similar 
tonic/dominant conjunction. The accompaniment, though much less boisterous in ‘The Morning Star’, uses a 
similar rhythmic pattern too. Here, too, bells are very much part o f the sound-picture, both in the use o f tubular 
bells and in the way the composer writes for the brass. Similar bell-like music scored for brass occurs in Death in 
Venice (1973) in the Overture, figure 43.
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bars 105-106. The Chorus sings what may be at first construed as a final phrase (beginning in 
bar 103) -the rhythmic augmentation, the climactic dynamic, the delivering of the last line of 
the poem all clearly signal this -but Britten denies the Chorus a defining and strongly 
predicted perfect cadence, V -W . Instead, he substitutes a Y-IV6/V  cadenee, returning 
abruptly and unexpectedly to the Antiphon’s home key, F major, for the coda. In the coda, 
only the Angels and the Men sing. Their alternating high and low chords are, perhaps, in 
imitation of the chiming of high and low bells.
Interruption is such a constant device in the Antiphon that its absence in the coda is forcibly 
noticeable. It highlights the elevation to superiority of the Angels and Man over Chorus, for it 
is the interruptive insurgence of the Chorus which is clearly missing fi-om this drama now. 
Britten, contra Herbert, thus allows the voices of heavenly wisdom (and innocence) and 
earthly devotion (and humility), both quiet voices, to wrest the main argument away fi-om the 
outspoken Chorus (perhaps the noisy priest) in his Antiphon. This was the only editorial 
interference Britten made but it is a significant one.
To alleviate an overly predictable and mechanical formula, the transitions between the three 
protagonists of the Antiphon are carefully varied. There is also a degree of overlapping. The 
Angels and Men remain faithful to their musieal styles but the Chorus twice jettisons unison 
for contrapuntal textures. The first of these polyphonic episodes (bars 42-48) fragments a 
scalar phrase, appropriately depicting the text “He our foes in pieces brake”. The second (bars 
75-100), which Evans labels the coda, comprises
A sinewy fugue on two subjects, though its highly unorthodox doublings in the cause 
of choral sonority discourage the use of so pompous a description
Evans 1979, p. 433
Evans felt that this too was “directly prompted” (ibid.) by the text “Praised be the God 
aloneAVho hath made two folds one”.
The basic harmonic frame is characteristically simple: a slowly unfolding F major triad, ex. 
VIIIa.25). (In ex. VIIIa.25 the stemmed tones represent the Chorus ritomello.) The two 
contrapuntal Chorus episodes appear at structurally significant points in the prolongation of 
the structure. As if to compensate for this very basic triadic formula, progressions within the 
ritomellos themselves and between them (i.e. the sections sung by the Angels and Men) are 
irregular, varied and unpredictable. Sometimes, the basie outline of the progressions is 
familiar enough in itself, for example bars 6-10, Tonic to Dominant, but it is achieved through
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unfamiliar routes; here, for example F major-C 7^  ^-D major-A minor-G major-A minor 7^  ^-C 
major. Other progressions include familiar cadences altered in subtle ways; between bars 23- 
24, for example, an interrupted cadence comprises not V7-vi/III (E7-F-sharp minor but (V7)- 
flat-vi/III: (E7 to F minor). The Phrygian cadence, iv6-V is rendered as iv-v6/4 (G minor to A 
minor 6/4) between bars 33-34.
In the Antiphon, Britten seems also to have enjoyed exploring progressions in which roots are 
related in other ways than a fifth. The logic of progressions of this nature is well represented 
on a Tonnetz where symmetry and relatedness (though of a different order to fifth 
relationships) are made visually striking. Ex. VIIIa.26 shows the progression of triads which 
links bars 12-16, and which accompanies first the Men, then the Angels. Even a progression 
as seemingly serendipitous as that found between bars 16 and 24 (which encompasses the 
Chorus, Angels and Men) reveals coherent connectedness on the Tonnetz. Chords are either 
linked by a common third (shown by motion along either the NW/SE axis or the NE/SW axis) 
or share a tone which forms the third of two chords whose roots are a semitone distant, shown 
on the Tonnetz where vertices meet: ex. VIIa.27^^.
Examples VIIa.26 and VIIa.27 may demonstrate a satisfying degree of organisation in the 
design but there remains an impression that these ornamental progressions, complementing 
the plain F major frame, are improvised excursions rather than carefully pre-planned routes. 
They mimic a type of improvisation often indulged in by organists whose hands happen upon 
triads without really following any cogent harmonic plot. The proposition that Britten was 
imitating this practice is not far-fetched. He almost certainly heard a good deal of organ 
improvisation in his youth when attending church services. On a different plane altogether, it 
is known that Britten experienced the great French organists Marcel Dupre and André 
Marchai improvise at concerts (see also chapter XI). Britten was, besides, no stranger to 
improvisation (at the piano) himself.
[David] Layton [a school companion] was struck by the way Britten could readily 
improvise music in the style of other composers
Bridcut 2006, p. 16
Ronald Duncan recalled:
[Britten] would sit at the piano, I stood at his side: I would then make up a story which 
he would accompany as though it were the worst kind of Hollywood film. To tease
Some subsidiary dominant chords have been omitted in ex.4.3 to allow the main thrust o f the progression to 
become clear. The Tonnetz presentation favours third-related, common root and common-third relationships over 
fifth relationships.
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him I used to invent the most improbable events to which I thought it would be hard to 
imagine a musical equivalent. But I never succeeded in defeating him. Some of these 
films used to last half an hour.
Duncan 1981, p. 17
Britten himself recorded in his diary (for 27^  ^September 1935) the occasion when he 
improvised at the piano for the Cavalcanti film En Rade, which lasted over an hour:
My improvisation... goes better than possibly could be expected... I honestly enjoyed 
it... It caused quite a sensation!
Ed. J Evans 2009, p. 279
Composers known to have been skilful improvisers (Beethoven and Debussy for example) 
often carry elements of the practice over into their compositions. Britten certainly carried 
elements of improvisation into his piano performances, often playing well known repertoire as 
if it had just occurred to him at that moment. Something of the same order of spontaneous 
discovery appears also in the Antiphon. Nowhere does this appear more noticeable than in the 
opening of the Antiphon. The manuscript of the Antiphon held at the Britten/Pears Library in 
Aldeburgh gives no indication that this five chord introduction was added after the piece was 
substantially complete; it appears to have been conceived as an integral part of the Antiphon. 
Each of the five chords has the klang of a bell, perhaps more of the Eastern type than Western 
(the only reference to the Far East detectable in the Antiphon), and each is held by a fermata 
so that its richness of colour can be savoured and considered. This ‘the call to prayer’ is also a 
conundrum: Britten colludes in the crescendo by increasing the actual number of notes or 
keys depressed in each chord, starting with only two and adding one tone to the total for each 
of the five introductory chords. It appears as though Britten is playing out some sort of 
counting game,^^ a countdown in reverse. What this may symbolise is unclear. What is certain 
is the tangible atmosphere of expectation this opening creates.
Despite the seemingly haphazard nature of these chords, there are structural devices in 
operation here: 1) The initial dyad, b-flat/cl (i.e. V 4/2) ‘resolves’ (after the digression of four 
interposed chords) at bar 6 into I, an F major triad, the tonic of the Antiphon. 2) The bass line 
of the five introductory chords descends in whole tones, b-flat, g-sharp, f-sharp, e, d. The 
logical continuation to c is interrupted by the tonic f, but this disruption of the continuation is 
only minimal because of the short duration of f  (a quaver whose short duration is emphasised 
by staccato articulation) and by the strong syncopated emphasis of c which also undermines
In Britten's Children (2006) Bridcut produces much evidence o f Britten’s love o f such games and o f turning 
some o f them into musical propositions.
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tone f. In these two ways the introduction can be said to lead into the main body of the 
Antiphon. 3) Each of the five introductory chords contain a major second dyad (the only 
constant interval in the sequence of chords) which is placed in a privileged position at the top 
of each chord. In this way Britten secures a specific interval-colour connection between all 
five chords. The major second is in fact a very prominent dissonance throughout the 
Antiphon; it is almost an idée fixe.
It clearly wasn’t Britten’s intention to experiment with the whole range of 12 tones in his 
introduction to the Antiphon; had Britten carried out a pitch-class count (a procedure he used 
in the sketch books for Death in Venice (1973) -  see ed. Mitchell 1987, pp 59 & 110) he 
would have observed that pitch B natural was missing. It is unlikely, in the absence of any 
contributory evidence, that any symbolic significance can be attached to the avoidance of this 
specific pitch but it does confirm that Britten was not engaged in a systematic use of all 
twelve semitones.
Louis Halsey, one of the few writers to look at the Antiphon in some detail (1962), describes 
the opening as “strange” (p. 688). He found the coda of tho Antiphon “bizarre”; its dissonant 
chords, he believed, “recalling the opening” (ibid.). This is misleading. There are two 
passages that do recall the coda but neither is in the introduction. The first is between bars 12 
and 15 (see ex. VIIIa.26) -three of the four triads in this progression are exactly repeated in 
bars 108-112 of the coda. A new substitute triad^^ then appears in the coda, G major (in first 
inversion). The second is the organ codetta found between bars 100-102. The progression of 
this sequence of chords is shown in ex. VIIIa.28 and its similar circular motion on the Tonnetz 
can be compared to ex. VIIIa.26). The similarity between this passage and the coda is far 
more apparent; both passages seem to present a form of trial where a sequence of triads is 
tested against a fixed item. In the coda this item is F major triad; in the organ codetta this item 
is the single pitch fl. What this trial might represent is not specified until the coda proper. In 
the coda the fixed item has its meaning revealed. It is a representation of oneness of God -the 
three Angels (the Trinitarian symbolism would not have been coincidental on Britten’s part) 
sing the word “one”. The coda also provides a meaning for the ambulatory triads in the search
Britten often encompassed all twelve semitones in harmonic progressions which were otherwise conceived 
tonally. Two examples (from the Serenade (1943) and A Midsummer Night’s Dream  (1960) formed the core o f a 
short article by Roseberry (1963). Britten informed Roseberry that sometimes (as in Midsummer N ight’s Dream) 
such constructions were consciously worked out but at other times (i.e. the Serenade) the use o f all twelve 
semitones was unconscious. It is clear that the Antiphon was not an example of the former practice.
^  Britten actually omits the third tone o f the triad; one must conjecture whether the missing pc is G, creating a G 
major triad or pc F sharp, creating a B minor triad. Pc G is most likely since all the preceding chords in the 
sequence are major triads.
165
for the oneness in God as the Men sing different triads. Only one, F major, harmonises with 
the Angel’s F major triad. Only when the Men finally sing the F major triad does their singing 
of the word “two” significantly change to “one”. The organ codetta comprises alternating loud 
chords, motivically related to the final Chorus fiigato theme “Praised be the God”. Again, 
there is a strong suggestion of bells, both in the sonority and with the impression of physical 
motion. The cadence is to an emphatic F minor. This is unexpected and an harmonic shock; 
all the triads of the organ codetta up to this point are major, deliberately setting up the 
expectation of a major conclusion to the phrase. Ex. VIIIa.28 also shows that, sequentially, 
the final chord of this progression might be predicted to be F major. Britten’s use of minor 
and major juxtaposition here clearly symbolises the dark and light of a dramatic situation. The 
Chorus’s final sentence “Who hath made of two folds one” is therefore delivered in an 
unexpectedly darkened, almost fearful, tone. This is then mitigated by the Angel’s regaining 
of the light-filled F major to which the Men aspire and finally achieve. Britten’s sympathies 
could be said to be clearly on the side of the Angels, not the Chorus.
A Hymn of St Columba
Britten’s A Hymn o f St Columba was originally heard (if none too clearly)^ ^ on the site 
thought to be where St Columba himself had preached about 1400 hundred years before, on 
the hillside at Churchill, Co. Donegal. The text is one of three Latin hymns attributed to the 
saint. The text is essentially a compressed version of the sequence Dies irae, dies ilia from the 
Mass for the Dead but excludes any intercessionary pleading. The Hymn’s modest length (it 
lasts only about two and a half minutes) has probably been the main cause of its neglect as an 
object for detailed study. Evans (1979), for example, ignores it. Kennedy (1981, p. 229) 
describes the Hymn as “a simple gesture, immaculate in craftsmanship, sensitive to the text”. 
Bridcut’s assertion that the Hymn’s “main idea is a rising arpeggio on an E minor chord” 
(2010, p. 288) appears to be a species of printing error as the main idea is neither an arpeggio, 
nor on an E minor chord. Elliott (2006) offers more paragraphs on the piece but glosses over 
detail and misleads when he suggests that “the middle section is in F minor” (p. 89); it is not, 
in fact, in any stable, recognisable key, but highly labile. Elliott further states that it was not 
written for liturgical use, with which it is difficult to agree or disagree since the nature of the 
outdoor celebration for which the Hymn was composed has not been described in any detail.
A recording relayed by loudspeakers was “virtually inaudible because of the wind blowing over the hill’ 
(comp, and ed. Banks 1999, p. 126).
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Elliott was, however, absolutely correct in observing that the Hymn is “very much in the 
tradition of the Anglican anthem” (p. 88). Its serious character, devoid of the witty 
characterisation Britten was often to include in his other liturgical pieces makes it -apart from 
one aspect -probably the most traditionally aware piece of liturgical music Britten composed. 
It is scored for the conventional Anglican forces of an S ATB choir with organ 
accompaniment and contains no vocal solo material at all. The one aspect at odds with the 
Anglican anthem (as was the case with Deus in adjutorium meurri) is the Latin text. The 
inclusion of a well crafted English translation (by John Andrews)^^ in the printed score 
eliminates this one objection and the Hymn can easily be viewed now as if it were a purpose- 
written piece of Anglican liturgical music.
Elliott is sensitive to the Balinese musical influence which can be discerned in the Hymn; in 
particular, he hears the “gamelan-like texture” of the “ornamental figurations” (ibid., p. 88). 
Elliott might also have mentioned the hétérophonie texture which Britten employs in the 
choral writing in bar 19 of the Hymn as evidence of the same influence. This conscious 
application of heterophony suppresses the canonic device which Britten later uses with the 
same melodic material in bars 33-4. Whether conscious, or part of Britten’s unconscious 
processing mechanism, two melodic phrases of the Hymn use, exactly and exclusively, two of 
the Balinese scales (as he labelled them) the composer wrote down after hearing them used in 
various musical performances in Bali in 1956.^  ^These are found in bars 26-29: Ex. VTIIa.29. 
The organ flourishes in the Hymn in bars 6-7 and again, bars 12-17 are possibly derived from 
musical ideas gathered fi’om the Far East, in this instance from Japan. They bear a passing 
resemblance to those produced by a Japanese instrument, the Shô,^ "^  which Britten took a 
special interest in and which greatly influenced the organ writing Britten was to employ in the 
Church Parables, the first of which Britten was to commence writing just two years later. That 
these flourishes bear a strong kinship to baroque figuration would certainly not have been lost 
on Britten.
Written less than a year after the completion of War Requiem, it is possible to discern the 
seriousness and intensity of that colossus filtering in into the diminutive Hymn. There is a 
sustained seriousness and intensity noticeably absent in the other short liturgical work Britten
Throughout this analysis it is mostly the English translation which is used as reference.
“The sketches Britten took down from the various musical performances he witnessed during his brief stay in 
Bali are preserved on all four sides o f a single intact bifolio o f fourteen-stave manuscript paper” (Cooke 1998, p. 
75). In Cooke (1998) Britten’s sketches are reproduced as figures 4-7 (pp. 76-79) and some o f the scales are 
transcribed and printed on page 83, which provides the source for ex.VIIIa. 29.
^  Cooke offers a good description of the instrument and its musical capabilities, 1988, pp. 181-184. Britten’s 
interest in the instrument is also detailed here.
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wrote also in 1962, Psalm 150. Similarities can be discerned, however, between Britten’s 
setting of the Dies irae in War requiem and the similarly doom-laden Hymn in the bias of 
minor tonality. There is a marked prominence of triadic shapes presented as fanfares and as 
sustained chords, roots of triads placed a third apart, an edgy, rhythmic jerkiness and, less 
measurable but no less tangible, an atmosphere of terror. Britten, in a rare example of his 
specifying registration, asks the organist to draw the Reeds (bar 12). Organ reed stops bear 
such names as Trumpet, Horn, Trombone, and Tuba, exactly the battery of brass with which 
Britten opens his War Requiem Dies irae. These give the organist, in particular, a reference to 
that work. A more direct musical resemblance to War Requiem can be detected in the Hymn in 
the right-hand organ figuration bars 27-31, colouring the text “Then shall the great no more 
contend. And worldly fame be at an end”. The tight intervals and the scurrying semiquavers 
are reminiscent of a passage from War Requiem scored for piccolo and clarinet, colouring the 
words “We chorused when we sang aloft; We whistled while he shaved us with his scythe” 
which occurs between rehearsal figure 35 and 26 of the Dies irae. Both passages refer to 
dissolution.
Britten’s ABAl structure follows the text’s three-verse structure; in response to the refrain 
“King of kings and of lords most high” (which is also the text’s opening line) Britten’s setting 
supplies a ritomello theme. This theme is essentially only the antecedent of an 
antecedent/consequent pair. The consequent always follows this antecedent to complete the 
period (which results in Britten repeating line two of the text after the original text’s closing 
line which, being the refrain, supplies the text for the consequent alone), but it is subtly 
modified on each of its four appearances: x!y, xly\,xly2, xly2>. The modifications are literal 
responses to the text quite characteristic of Britten’s musical imagination. Thus, “Thunder 
shall rent that day apart” is set to the first non-unison passage comprising imitative 
counterpoint whose theme is based on tones two to five of the original consequent. “That day 
the pangs of lust will cease, Man’s questing heart shall be at peace” possesses a delicate 
hymn-like texture with ‘peaceful’ triadic cadences. The final consequent (y3), being a 
repeated setting of the initial consequent text “Comes his day of judgement high”, presents the 
consequent theme in its original version, but only in the alto and bass; the soprano and tenor 
supply a descant to this.
The melodic constmction of the initial antecedent/consequent period is a model of balance 
between unity and contrast. Two artless basic shapes, the scale a and arpeggio b are, through 
their careful management, formed into a memorable cantilena, ex. VIIIa.30. The consequent is
168
so constructed that it can function equally well as an antecedent too; this double function is 
exploited formally at bars 12 and 22.
Sections A (bars 1-11) and A1 (bars 33-44) are, harmonically, relatively stable in comparison 
with section B, but in neither is the tonic, D minor, unchallenged. The pitch F in the bass 
partially destabilises it. In section A the cadence on to F minor (bar 4), still supported by F in 
the bass, momentarily offers this as an alternatively viable tonic. In section A l, D major seeks 
ascendancy, despite the persistent F natural in the bass. D minor ultimately succeeds as the 
tonic, though even at the end of the Hymn, the tonic is denied the stability of its root in the 
bass.
The bass mordent motif is an important figure throughout the Hymn. Its rhythmic persistence 
keeps the tension high even when played softly in the higher register of the organ and where 
the choir relaxes into comforting homophony (for example between bars 22 and 29). The 
rhythmic construction of the motif allows it to operate as a mordent on two planes of metre: 
the sixteenth-note and the quarter-note (ex. VIIIa.31). The motif has its most chiding effect in 
bar 25 where, presented in its original key, pitch f2 conflicts with the major third (f-sharp 1) of 
the D major chord the choir cadence upon. Significantly, perhaps, the choir sings here “amor 
et desiderium” -  love and desire (which Andrews translates as “man’s questing heart shall be 
at peace”). Britten chooses this moment to employ his symbolic major/minor conjunction, 
which has been variously characterised as crisis, and “a ‘fall’ from a higher state to a lesser 
state -a  spiritual diminishment” (Allen 2002, p. 25). The mordent oscillation of the motif 
allows for a perfectly convincing cadence onto E major at bar 11; the progression, which 
results from F underpinning D minor moving to E major, is no more enterprising than a 
Phrygian cadence (in A minor).
Section B (which commences in bar 12 and ends just before the return of the ritomello 
consequent in bar 18) presents triads on all twelve semitones, whose roots are carefully 
organised:^^ ex. VIIIa.32. The predominating root-progression interval is the third, mostly 
consecutive, but with the triads of A-flat major, B-flat major, F minor and G-flat major 
interlocking. Both the lead-in and exit from section B preserve this emblematic interval, 
which also plays its part in the opening of the Hymn (bars 1-4) where D minor and F minor 
appear to vie for prominence.
The coda (bars 36-44) comprises an imitative dialogue divided between sopranos doubled by 
tenors and altos doubled by the basses who sing two variants on the same theme derived from
65 See footnote 56 above.
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the last four pitches of the consequent -yet another example of Britten’s musical economy. 
Against a D major triad provided by the organ, the sopranos and tenors introduce a Lydian G- 
sharp in addition to F-sharp; meanwhile, the altos and basses, against D minor, maintain both 
G-natural and F-natural. As the entries are subjected to a stretto, inevitably there are tense 
semitonal clashes which considerably darken the closing bars of the piece, which dissolves on 
to ppp, much as the Dies irae of the War Requiem dissolves into the ‘Lacrimosa’ at rehearsal 
54.
The darkening of mood present in much Britten’s music in the period 1962 to 1964, including 
War Requiem (1962), The Symphony fo r  Cello and Orchestra (1963), the Cantata 
misericordium (1963), Nocturnal after John Dowland for solo guitar (also 1963), the Night 
Piece (Notturno) for solo piano (1963) and Curlew River (1964) can also be discerned in the 
short A Hymn o f Columba. The period directly following War Requiem can, in retrospect, be 
regarded as transitional.^^ Whether one can account for the cessation of composing music for 
the Anglican liturgy by Britten’s successful transition into the new phase of his creative life 
(marked by the completion of Curlew River) is uncertain. But by succeeding in inventing a 
new genre, the church opera, Britten finally found the ultimate outlet for the marriage 
between his dramatic urges and the expression of his religious longings, what ever they may 
have been. This would have made the composing of smaller pieces, which by the nature of 
their liturgical function, were restricted in scale and expression, a less urgent creative task.
Rejoice in the Lamb
Rejoice in the Lamb is subtitled ‘Festival Cantata’. Its inclusion here in a discussion of 
anthems is justified by recognising that the church cantata is a genre which originated in the 
motet, but developed into a longer composition by including sections sung by soloists. This, 
in turn, led quite naturally to a requirement of some sort of accompaniment. In the Lutheran 
tradition, where music was considered to be a highly important pedagogical tool, cantatas, 
though generally longer compositions, fulfilled the same function as the anthem did in the
^ The transitional nature of the Cello Symphony was observed by Arved Ashby who notes not only that there is 
“the air o f summation” (ed. Cooke 1999, p. 228) but also recognised “[a] revealing link [that] can be established 
between Britten’s second theme [of the first movement o f the Symphony] and the archaic ecclesiastical gestures 
o f Curlew River, written the following year under the influence of plainsong” (ibid., p. 230). Ashby specifically 
draws attention to the similarity between the cello symphony’s solo from rehearsal 6 and the Madwoman’s 
moving “Near the Black Mountains there I dwelt”. Arnold Whittall also underlined the transitional nature o f  two 
works from 1963 when he noted that “the Cantata misericordium and the Nocturnal for guitar, have obvious and 
strong differences: moreover, the first tends to look back to earlier Britten while the second looks forward” 
(1982, p. 208).
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Anglican tradition. Church cantatas are not common in the Anglican tradition. The nearest 
equivalent was elaborate verse anthem with orchestral accompaniment composed for the 
Chapel Royal, a genre imitated on a more modest scale by parish churches (as outlined in 
chapter IV). Britten’s Rejoice in the Lamb occupies a place somewhere between an anthem 
(but unusually long; at around sixteen to eighteen minutes in length it is even longer than S S 
Wesley’s The Wilderness) and a cantata (but with organ accompaniment only). To describe it 
as a species of verse anthem would be misleading.
Dean Walter Hussey had a vision: to repair the “divorce” as he put it (1985, p. 3) between the 
arts and the Church which, for him, was specifically the Anglican Church. The list of artists 
Hussey recruited to the cause is impressive. Amongst them were: Henry Moore, Graham 
Sutherland, John Piper, Marc Chagall, W H Auden, Malcolm Arnold, William Walton, 
William Albright, Leonard Bernstein, Lennox Berkeley, Edmund Rubbra and Benjamin 
Britten. The first of the two Britten commissions from Hussey, and by far the most 
significant, came in 1943 when Hussey wanted a new choral piece to celebrate the 50* jubilee 
of the building of St Matthew’s Church, Northampton where Hussey was vicar. Britten 
produced his Festival Cantata for Treble, Alto, Tenor and Bass soloists. Choir and Organ -  
Rejoice in the Lamb, with words selected fi-om the poem Jubilate Agno by the 18* century 
poet, Christopher Smart.
Britten was, in fact, not Hussey’s first choice. William Walton was approached but declined 
the commission.^^ Hussey was attracted to Britten by hearing on the radio, first a 
performance of the Sinfonia da Requiem and, subsequently, a programme in which Britten 
offered comments on pieces presented in recordings. A letter was sent to Britten via the BBC 
and Boosey & Hawkes (from whom Hussey received a “somewhat pompous reply”),^  ^
proposing the commission and containing an apology for the impertinence of the approach 
along with the hope it would be forgiven and “put it down to enthusiasm for a great ‘bee’ of 
mine -  the closer association between the arts and the Church” (Mitchell & Reed 1991, p.
1139). The letter elicited a reply from Britten which contained a sentence which probably
Walton composed his evening Canticles (1974) for Hussey when Hussey later became dean o f Chichester 
Cathedral.
Hussey 1985, p. 5. Whilst Ralph Hawkes (1898-1950) lived, he became one o f two vital male mentors at the 
publishing firm o f Boosey & Hawkes (the other being Erwin Stein). The relationship between composer and 
publisher was important in all sorts o f ways and some o f them touched upon Britten’s creativity, i.e. 
commissions obtained by Hawkes for Britten. (See Wallace 2007, esp. pp. 11-121.) Knowing that Britten was 
engaged primarily in Peter Grimes it is not surprising that the publishing house felt protective toward Britten and 
provided him with a shield (a first defence) against what may have been unwanted and distracting approaches.
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explains, more clearly than any official or public statement made by him, why be wrote music 
for the liturgy:
I also bave a ‘bee’ about closer connection between the arts & the cburcb
Ed. Mitchell & Reed 1991, p, 1142
Hussey became (because of bis sympathetic approach and bis generosity of support, both 
financially and personally) one of the composer’s mentors, if only a peripheral one. Britten 
exchanged letters with Hussey at least up until 1971, sharing not only his fimstrations but also 
his plans for future compositions. Hussey was himself homosexual and would have had great 
sympathy and understanding for the conflicts that arose between the official attitude of the 
church and practising homosexuals. But there was a safe zone, one which was expressed in 
Hussey’s burning ambition to furnish the church with modem art. Artistic expression was 
essentially above the flawed human beings who created it and transcended the politics of 
theology. This was a zone both Hussey and Britten could thrive in. It was also a zone which 
did not require statements above and beyond the artistic work itself; an artist’s religious 
credentials were manifest in their work. This suited Britten whose public and private 
statements about his faith were often laced with qualifications which were confusing.^^
Bishop Leslie Brown retained the impression that Britten “believed” (Allen 1999, p. 446) and 
when asked by Allen “should we conclude that there was, in your opinion, some element of 
devotion within [Britten] at some level?” Brown responded “Well devotion without 
expression, really, apart from his music” (ibid., pp. 447-448).
Evans sees the poem (set by Britten in Rejoice in the Lamb, Jubilate Agno) by Christopher 
Smart as a work which “celebrates God’s presence in all creatures and all things, and reveals 
how each in its characteristic way praises God” (1979, p. 88). Pantheism is not a prominent 
theme in Britten’s work but the “long and rambling poem, in parts seemingly meaningless” ®^, 
afforded Britten the opportunity to make selected choices fi*om it, from which could be 
formed a more personal statement about faith, worship and salvation (quite apart fi*om the 
potential musical imagery it excited in his imagination). In Rejoice in the Lamb there are lines 
which, one suspects, came as close as any to expressing Britten’s own response to Christian
In November 1963, on the eve o f his fiftieth birthday, Britten was heard to pronounce on the BBC Newsreel 
programme: “I’m certainly a dedicated Christian but... 1, at the moment, don’t find myself worshipping as 
regularly as perhaps 1 will later”. (This interview was available for a time on the BBC website). The hesitation 
and the parsing suggest insecurity. The interviewer, Douglas Brown, did not probe further. Bishop Leslie Brown, 
in a telephone interview with Stephen Allen in 1999, said “As far as Christianity went the word that really 
characterizes Ben is ‘reticent’... he didn’t want people to know what he was really thinking or feeling” (Allen 
2002, p. 447).
Hussey 1985, p. 6.
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religion. It is noticeable that there is a careful avoidance of themes such as the remission of 
sins, the participation in rituals of sacrifice and the cross; issues Britten found problematic (all 
the issues Allen sought to address in his dissertation Benjamin Britten and Christianity,
2002). There is an emphasis on existentialism and the right for all creatures, irrespective of 
their condition, to worship in their own way:
For he is the servant of the living God, duly and daily serving him.
For at the first glance of the glory of God in the East he worships in his way.
For God has blessed him in the variety of his movements.
For M is Musick and therefore he is God.
Halleluja from the heart of God, and from the hand of the artist inimitable.
(From Jubilate Agno by Christopher Smart)
Britten also selected lines from Smart’s poem which suggested a fellowship of sufferers, of 
outsiders:
For I am under the same accusations with my saviour
For the officers of the peace are at variance with me and the watchman smites me with 
his staff.
For Silly fellow! is against me and belongeth neither to me nor to my family.
Philip Brett (1983, p. 195) detected “the theme of alienation” in Rejoice in the Lamb, a theme 
Britten was to examine more fully in Peter Grimes, a project Britten had already embarked 
upon. There is clear evidence that identification with the text was critical to Britten; this 
identification was a central tenet of his art.
Hussey had responded to Britten’s question about the capabilities of the choir at St Matthew’s 
Northampton by writing that “Herbert Howells’s A Spotless Rose was about as difficult as 
they could safely manage”^^  (Hussey 1985, p. 62). By his own admission, Hussey knew next 
to nothing of Britten’s music and would therefore have had little understanding of Britten’s 
musical outlook. The irony of citing a choral piece by Howells, whose outlook was so 
different and whose ‘pastoral’ school sympathies were anathema to Britten, would have been 
lost on him. But the faux pas is revealing; it suggests that Hussey assumed that Britten would 
be acquainted with Howells’s anthem, based on a presumption that Britten was au fa it with 
Cathedral-style music. This is a clearer indication of Hussey’s knowledge of Anglican
Britten made his own assessment o f the choir by visiting the church before writing his cantata to listen to 
them, “noting the individual soloists for whom he would write” (Hussey 1985, p. 146) and, although Hussey 
doesn’t say so specifically, probably consulting the organist, Charles Barker, and listening to the fine Romantic 
Walker organ. The remarkable organ writing of Rejoice in the Lamb is discussed in detail in chapter XI below.
173
liturgical music over that of Britten and shows a cathedral bias. Also, it probably represented 
to Hussey the newest type of Anglican anthem around at the time; it is even possible that he 
imagined Britten might compose something in a stylistically similar vein. When it arrived at 
St Matthew’s, Britten’s score must therefore have caused some consternation. Nothing less 
Howells-like could be imagined; hardly anything less Anglican (in the cathedral style that is) 
could have been foreseen. Surprisingly, no reports of consternation have been recorded and 
the choir and organist (with commendable non-prejudicial conviction, in the true spirit of the 
Parish Church musical Tradition) proceeded to give a highly successful premier of the work 
under Britten’s direction.^^ In its modest way. Rejoice in the Lamb represents as historical an 
event as the first performance of Peter Grimes (which certainly did not proceed with non­
prejudicial conviction, as numerous accounts testify). The implications of Britten’s cantata 
took time to be fully realised and its appropriation of a range of secular music styles took time 
to enter into the consciousness of Anglican liturgical music and its musicians. However, it 
was eventually to have a large influence on the direction church music was to take amongst 
composers (for example, Mathias, Kelly and Leighton) not overburdened by the conscience of 
the Cathedral Tradition.^^
Rejoice in the Lamb has ten sections or self-contained tableaux: 
section I chorus: “Rejoice in God” 
section 2 chorus: “Let Nimrod” 
section 3 chorus: “Hallelujah fi*om the heart” 
section 4 treble solo: “For I will consider” 
section 5 alto solo: “For the Mouse” 
section 6 tenor solo: “For the flowers” 
section 7 chorus: “For I am under the same accusation” 
section 8 bass solo: “For H is a spirit” 
section 9 chorus: “For the instruments” 
section 10 chorus: “Hallelujah fi*om the heart”
The final section is a repeat of the second but otherwise the work presents imaginative 
contrasts in each section. These contrasts are secured not only by surface detail but promoted
72 After the first performance o f the work, Britten wrote to Hussey; “Please convey to Mr Barker [the organist 
and choir master at St Matthew’s at the time o f the first performance o f Rejoice in the Lamb] and the extremely 
efficient & charming choir & soloists, how much I appreciate their great efforts in learning my piece at such 
short notice, & so very thoroughly. They are really very excellent, & Mr Barker’s own part was most 
intelligently & sensitively done. I have seldom heard such rhythmic playing from an organist” (Hussey 1985, p.
13)
Lively interest was shown for Britten’s Rejoice in the Lamb\ in its first year o f publication alone 1,166 copies 
were sold. (Kildea 2002, p. 41).
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by the harmonic scheme -ex.VIIIa.33 -which, through a sequence of thirds, leads to the 
harmonic areas of A major, D-flat major, and E minor before returning to the tonic key F 
major. Section 6, “For the flowers”, has a floating tonality very similar to the ‘Spring Carol’, 
written as a late entry into the Ceremony o f  Carols in 1942, just one year before. The melodic 
line of this section -which Elliott thought owed “a good deal to plainsong inflexions” (2006, 
p. 53) -appears to be written, mostly, in a straightforward B minor, but the underpinning 
harmonies are ii9 and V ll of D major (the same two chords which accompany the ‘Spring 
Carol’). Unlike the ‘Spring Carol’ “For the Flowers” contains some modulations; one, 
adventurously, to C major.
Sections 7 and 8 are also harmonically labile but more recognisably centred on E minor. For 
example, the sequence of third related triads of section 7 (which Evans (1979, p. 90) thought 
“represents a surprising approach to the world of Vaughan Williams’ symphonic slow 
movements”) is firmly anchored on an E minor arpeggio -ex.VIII.34. The reduction of this 
passage, shown in ex. VIIIa.34, reveals an important “epigrammatic form” (Evans, ibid., p.
88) which provides an underlying musical unity fox Rejoice'J^ the conjunction of a step and 
perfect fourth, exVTIIa.34a. It is one of the few expositions of this epigrammatic form Evans 
failed to identify in his music examples, which take up almost two pages of his analysis.
In the curious recitative, section 8, E minor stubbornly retains its gravitational force despite 
the intervening harmonies.^^ Both sections prolong the leading tone; a tonal area Britten often 
favoured (see also the Wedding Anthem above). The suspense laden opening section is 
appropriately centred on the anticipatory dominant, C, and therefore has the feel of a 
prolonged upbeat to section 2 in the Tonic F major. The cantata ends on a C major chord, 
satisfactorily concluding the work at the harmonic point it began, on the dominant, yet 
retaining the anticipatory function that this harmony contains.
Rejoice contains many pedal-points, a feature too of Psalm 150, either of the straightforward 
kind (as in section 1, section 7 and from figure 24-28 of section 9) or of a decorated type (as 
in section 2, where tonic and dominant pedals are prolonged by brief punctuations on their
The thematic kinship between the “Halleluja from the heart o f God” (the antecedent phrase), section three 
(figure 9) and the theme for “bind a leopard to the altar” from section two (4 bars after figure 2) has frequently 
been pointed out. The inverse relation to it o f the consequent phrase “and from the echo o f the heavenly harp” (5 
bars before figure 10) has not earlier been commented upon.
Section 8 has a construction which similar to the literary device syllepsis, in which “one word... is applied to 
two other words or phrases, either ungrammatically or in two different senses” (Baldick 2001, p. 325).
Examples: “[She] went home in a flood o f tears and a sedan chair” (Dickens, Pickwick Papers), “She lowered 
her standards by raising her glass. Her courage, her eyes -  and his hopes” (Michael Flanders, Have Some 
Madeira, M ’dear). In Britten’s example E minor is applied in different ‘senses’ to each o f the following chords.
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respective dominants, or section 4 where a mediant pedal is prolonged through a neighbour- 
tone ornament). These pedals are instrumental in charging the cantata with a quite determined 
dramatic thrust, whilst the melodic inventions and the harmonic resource taking place above 
them (or occasionally below in the case of section 1) are full of memorable aural ‘images’ 
which often uncannily capture, in sound, the colourful images of Smart’s poem.
As in the Ceremony o f  Carols, Britten makes reference to modes which enable him to seek 
expressive means beyond regular major and minor scales. Of particular importance to Rejoice 
are the Lydian and the Mixolydian -two of Britten’s most common appropriations. Already, 
in the first section, Lydian collections are used to obtain an atmosphere of awestruck 
wonderment in the organ’s punctuating cadences. In sum, these organ interjections, which 
appear to stutter -no doubt a response to Smart’s evocation of the effortful struggle 
‘creatures’ had to make in order to utter their phrases -accumulate to unfold (at background 
level) an octave, the lower tetrachord of which is Lydian -ex.VTIIa.35. The Lydian A major of 
the first solo section, section 4, “For I will consider my Cat”, has often been cited as a prime 
example of Britten’s innocent music, particularly since the melodic pitch E plays such a 
prominent role in the solo.
The most expansive harmonic motion in this section progresses the music into E-sharp (i.e. F 
major), reached and mainly prolonged, once again, by one of Britten’s favoured root in third 
sequences -ex.VIIIa.36. Britten’s way back to the tonic A major is via a semitone slide 
(marked % in ex.VTIIa.36). This slide becomes an important motif in section seven where it is 
clearly associated with the state of isolation. In the ‘Cat’ solo, it occurs just after the lines 
“For he knows that God is his Saviour”, and might be read as symbolic of Britten’s isolation 
fi*om Christianity.
The Lydian appears again in the next section (the solo “For the Mouse”, at figure 14 with the 
text “Cat takes female mouse”) and is a musical reminder of the ‘Cat’s’ mode (and key B- 
double-flat = A). Britten is perhaps signalling that the cat’s violent act is essentially innocent 
because it is a natural act for that animal and not a calculated violation. Carpenter (1992, p.
188) detected a “mock-operatic style” in the mouse solo and suggested it might have been a 
recollection Britten had of the “melodramatic cat-and-mouse cartoon films he had loved in the 
thirties”. Britten’s portrayal of mice had (not unreasonably) a tendency to high, staccato 
noises -e.g. Noye ’s Fludde (1958) when mice are led into the ark singing on 12 or even, by 
use of falsetto, 13; in the Nocturne (1958) Middleton’s “nibbling mouse” goes “peep” to 
staccato tones high up in both the tenor soloist’s voice and the obligato horn. In Rejoice the 
prescribed 2 foot organ registration suggests musine scampering.
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Ex.VIIIa.37 shows how the organ right-hand motives at the beginning of section 7 form a 
compound pair of thirds subjected to the semitone side referred to above. After figure 21 this 
compound form is manifested and worked out on the foreground as alternating D-sharp minor 
and E minor triads, formed by contrapuntal strands of the imitative vocal writing and 
supported by the organ in block chords.
Perhaps only a musical imagination like Britten’s could have linked the aspirate noise of a 
solo 32 foot pedal stop to the exhalation implicit in Smart’s line “For H is a spirit and 
therefore he is God”.^  ^And only a composer in possession of sensitive awareness could have 
calculated so carefully, without resort to a system, the impression of growth towards climax 
that is achieved in section 8, the bass solo, by gradually expanding the pitch range of vocal 
phrases (ex.VIIIa.38). The bass soloist establishes the plain arpeggio as the emblem of 
‘musick’, and it is this shape which is appropriately exploited in the following choral section 
celebrating musical instruments’ capacity for worship. This ninth section possesses a very 
quick tempo but it is not this alone which provides its high energy; it is also generated by the 
tension caused by sounding the triads which don’t possess pitch F -G , E-flat, A-flat, G-flat, D 
and A major -against the pedal F. It is symptomatic of Rejoice’s remarkable consistency of 
invention that all these regions relate to the tonic F, or to each other, by the interval of a third: 
see ex.VIIIa.39. The first digression, to G major, also provides the last appearance of the 
Lydian colouring so important to the tonal ambience of the work.
Britten avoids imitations -mimicking musical pattems^^ or by specifying flute, bassoon, 
gamba or trumpet stops in the organ accompaniment -o f  the instruments named in Smart’s 
text in this section. This is an example of Britten’s genius for sensing when such pictorial 
detail should be passed over in favour of a more generalised musical argument; where 
distractions of this nature could imbalance an overall musical design so carefully conceived. 
The influence of Purcell in Rejoice in the Lamb is often identified (Howells’s sensitivity to it 
has been cited in the introduction) particularly in the dotted-note “Hallelujah” sections 2 and 
10. It was perhaps a witticism for Britten to use a pragmatic and unimaginative block-chord 
organ accompaniment here, for it resembles the old-fashioned realizations of Purcell’s songs 
which Britten’s imaginative (but often controversial) piano realizations of them set out to 
supersede.^^
Peter Porter wrote that Rejoice in the Lamb “enshrines some o f the purest responses ever made by a musician 
to the very heart o f that mystery which we know as poetry” (Ed. Palmer 1984, p. 267).
Which Britten had a particular gift to produce, cf. section three o f Hymn to St Cecilia.
See George Malcolm’s chapter on ‘The Purcell Realisations’ in ed. Mitchell and Keller 1952, pp.74-82.
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The senior music critic of The Times, Frank Howes, reporting the first performance of Rejoice 
in the Lamb, focussed some attention on the organ writing:
The organ part requires light and extremely dexterous handling. Indeed the organ 
accompaniment is as unusual as the choice of words and is a matter of considerable 
technical interest; it is somewhere marked presto or leggero and produces effects 
intermediate between those of the keyboard and the orchestra.
Howes 1943/Hussey 1985, p. 12.
and also noted
As usual with Britten, the words evoke the musical imagery, but there is a great deal of 
sound and straightforward vocal writing for both choir and soloists.
Ibid.
Howes added a sentence of particular relevance to the work:
[Rejoice in the Lamb is] a work not to be placed in any of the usual categories
Ibid.
One of those categories was, of course, the Anglican Church Music Tradition. It is in this 
sense that Rejoice in the Lamb was groundbreaking; a work of real substance designed for 
performance within a liturgical context but one hard for contemporary critics to place within 
the Tradition at the time. The Church Anthem Book (1933) has often been cited as a 
reasonable gauge for the state of music in the parish church in the period from its publication 
up to and beyond World War II. Britten’s Rejoice in the Lamb appears to occupy a place very 
distant from this. It seems to occupy a place equally distant from the work of Herbert 
Howells, the leading composer of Anglican cathedral music. This apparent extreme ‘apart’ 
position is however misleading, as is the reliability of the Church Anthem Book as an accurate 
gauge. If The Church Anthem Book had captured more of the genuine spirit of Parish Church 
Tradition (as described in chapter IV) and had it included items from its colourful, lively past 
and included more adventurous contemporary offerings (or even commissioned some from 
leading composers instead of leaning heavily toward the Cathedral Tradition, and to the more 
conservative wing of it), the true contextual placing of Britten’s Rejoice in the Lamb would be 
easier to see. It would still remain a remarkably imaginative and vivid piece of music and an 
example of church art at its best; but it would not seem disconnected from the ‘Tradition’, as 
Howes suggests and as is inferred from the contents of The Church Anthem Book. The aim of 
chapter IX is to clarify this further.
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IX Iconic and iconoclastic Anglican church music composers and the 
shaping of a Tradition
The day to day, week to week round of choral services performed in an Anglican cathedral 
requires a considerable repertoire to maintain it. Sometimes mere maintenance has not 
generated enough energy to sustain a reasonable standard fit for purpose and it has been 
necessary to fire the engines of reform. Gatens notes
when the actual state of church music falls so far below the ideal that reform is 
imperative, it can be carried out better by musicians with a sympathetic insight into 
ecclesiastical ethos, having an aspiration to realise it more perfectly, than those 
seeking to demolish constraints, pursuing a substantially different ideal.
Gatens 1986, p. 45
In both processes of maintenance and reform there lies the danger of petrifaction. Historically, 
in large measure due to the broadness of musical education available to a talented chorister -  
which might include organ and composition lessons in addition to vocal training and a good 
knowledge of repertoire -many Anglican church musicians were capable of writing at least 
serviceable music to supplement the standard repertoire. They still are today. Often, the 
products of such musicians strengthen the tradition by recycling the essential features of it; 
features which are thoroughly understood and absorbed by them from their association with 
Anglican church music from childhood. Much of this house style music should be viewed as 
gebrauchsmusik, and possesses clichéd melodic formulae and harmonic progressions which 
can easily be identified with it. When GUP produced The New Oxford Easy Anthem Book in 
2002 there was at least an opportunity to include examples of anthems which indicated, at 
least in part, some departure from traditional fare which reflected a connection with 
contemporary trends in music. The publication was, after all, designed for the parish church 
choir, with its generally freer attitude to the Tradition than that found in the cathedral. The 
publishing house’s reputation for high quality church-music publications would guarantee it a 
fair chance of good sales. The uncredited editor suggests in the preface that “The time seemed 
right for a brand new collection, reflecting the needs of church choirs today” and that the new 
collection contained “brand new anthems” which represent “the best contemporary church 
composers”. The craftsmanship of the pieces notwithstanding, it is nonetheless difficult to 
detect in almost any of the new anthems any influence at all of contemporary musical trends. 
If David Thome’s Christ is our cornerstone, Martin How’s Day by day or Simon Lole’s Jesu, 
the very thought o f thee had been presented as a blind test, that is, with composer’s and
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publisher’s details suppressed, it could easily be thought that they had been written at least 
fifty if not seventy years before, such is the traditional nature of them. In fact, they are all 
copyright 2002. These, and other similarly restrained contemporary anthems in The New 
Oxford Easy Anthem Book, clearly continue a Tradition -a  selfless style -represented in the 
same book by the composers Walford Davies, William Harris and R S Thatcher, all of whom 
had died many decades before the book was published.^ In fact, a similar blind test might 
even place their compositions later than those of Thome, How or Lole; the older generation of 
composers radiate a confidence and belief in their style which is harder to sense in the later 
pieces. But the opportunity to develop further the Anglican Church Music Tradition or 
revitalise it (in a way one can recognise that Britten did) by including music with a definite, 
recognisable contemporary bias, was passed by. Instead, this safe product ensued. The New 
Oxford Easy Anthem Book is as much propaganda for a Tradition as was the earlier The 
Church Anthem Book (1933). The message of that propaganda is that the Anglican Church 
Music Tradition is served best (or even exclusively) by tonal music with functional harmony, 
melodies with smooth contours, academically approved counterpoint and written for SATB 
choirs accompanied only by the organ (or occasionally the piano). It is equally telling that 
only three of the new anthems (nos. 33, 51 and 59) use contemporary texts; all the remaining 
pieces set Biblical passages, hymns or liturgical texts, many well known through previous 
settings.
The music of The New Oxford Easy Anthem Book therefore stands for conformity; the 
represented composers are willing to operate within a Tradition which they feel is 
characterised by restraints. Conformity and restraint are serious artistic obstacles, more often 
than not, likely to induce music of a functional nature rather than music of distinctive 
character. Even so, the Anglican church music repertoire does possess works of great 
technical quality and artistic merit produced by composers whose imagination has let them 
negotiate a way through the constraints. The obstacles of conformity and restraint were, in 
these cases, like the flagged poles in slalom, part of the defined course that had to be followed 
(or risk disqualification) but to be swerved around -preferable with style and grace -rather 
than crashed into. S S Wesley, whose contribution has been highlighted earlier, was one such 
‘negotiator’ although, as he matured, his originality yielded more to the restraints. Britten also 
produced distinguished work, benefiting from the freer application of Tradition-ideals
’ Harris died in 1973, Thatcher in 1957 and Walford Davies in 1941.
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practised in the Parish Church Tradition (a benefit the editor of The New Oxford Easy Anthem 
Book failed totally to exploit).
C V Stanford
The work of CV Stanford (1852-1924) commands attention too. Stanford, like S S Wesley 
and Britten, produced an outstanding corpus of Anglican church music which, like them, was 
a product of the composer’s broad musical outlook which allowed him to find ways of 
renovating carefully guarded conventions.
Stanford, through his activities as an organist rather than as a chorister, had a comprehensive 
knowledge of the Anglican Church Music Tradition as it was practised in the cathedral (see 
Dibble, 2002, pp 26-27). He served an apprenticeship at St Patrick’s Cathedral in Dublin and 
became organist of Trinity College, Cambridge. Yet Stanford’s musical education 
comprehended a much broader scope than this. Opera, for example, fostered by visits to Italy 
and Bayreuth, was a real love. Seeking a musical education he felt unobtainable in Britain, 
Stanford sought teachers in Germany. Brahms became an acquaintance and a major musical 
influence.
With such a range of experience combined with energy and industry (attributes Britten shared 
with Stanford) it comes as no surprise to find that Stanford’s church music generally has a 
level of invention and technical achievement which makes it stand out against contemporary 
repertoire. Its staying power in the repertoire is a measure of its high merit rather than a badge 
of conformity; Stanford, like Britten and the young Wesley, was not so enamoured of the style 
of existing contemporary repertoire to slip into it uncritically.
Stanford was distinctly non-parochial; he was an internationalist, composing for a church 
whose tradition was (by design) insular and which lacked composers of Stanford’s musical 
broad-mindedness. Stanford had no time for ‘sublime style’, any more than Wesley, though 
Wesley, bom forty-two years earlier, was more directly provoked by the adherents of 
‘sublime style’ than Stanford. Stanford, however, had to contend with a development in 
church music which Wesley largely escaped although he was, ironically, partially responsible 
for creating it. This was Victorian sentimentality; a musical indulgence Vaughan Williams (a 
pupil of Stanford) felt there was a moral imperative to reject, as was noted earlier (chapter 
IV).
In 1879, Stanford wrote for the fine choir of Trinity College what was only his second 
Service, the B-flat Service, which was. Dibble asserts
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to transform the world of Anglican church music conceptually, and aesthetically, and 
would act as a central model for new generations of church composers well into the 
fiiture.
Dibble 2002, p. 102
Stanford’s technical achievement was to challenge “the accepted norm of ‘choral primacy’ 
where the emphasis on the words, the clarity of their delivery, meaning, and, most of all their 
comprehension was paramount” (ibid., p. 102). This was all done in order to make way for a 
“sense of musical coherence and structural cohesion” (ibid., p. 103). Dibble points out that 
Stanford freed the organ from its mundane accompanimental role and gave it an expanded 
independent voice. To the service as a whole Stanford brought a “parallel” between the 
different canticles which make up the Service and conventional symphonic movements:
In other words Stanford was attempting to create, within the Anglican environment, a 
form of ecclesiastical Gesamtkunstwerk in which elements of time, architectural space, 
liturgy, music, and words coalesced to form an artistic entity greater than the sum of 
its parts.
ibid., p. 103
Stanford’s concentration on formal design and the move away from a primary concern for the 
clarity of the delivery of texts were quite contrary to the aesthetic of Anglican church music. 
But Stanford’s musical thinking was mostly warmly welcomed in the church, not least 
because his music radiated seriousness of purpose and contained palpable energy. It was 
beautifully written for voices, the organ parts satisfactorily displayed the full resources of 
romantic instruments and it always sounded right in its architectural setting. The structural 
innovation was a bonus, but much appreciated by discerning musicians who saw that there 
was a clear advantage in constructing the smaller parts of a Service in a way that drew them 
together into a symphonic sweep, as Dibble describes it (2002, p. 102). Stanford’s avoidance 
of overt sentimentality, which was partly a result of his organ apprenticeship in Dublin where 
the repertoire contained such healthily non-sentimental compositions by Boyce, Travers, 
Greene, and partly a response to the professionalism he picked up from his studies in 
Germany, was also felt to be a welcome corrective. It suggested a refreshing alternative to the 
cloying harmonies of certain contemporaries (Stainer, for example) and replaced complaisant 
cosiness with a far loftier sentiment which was nevertheless never grandly over-theatrical. 
Stanford exercised his theatrical rhetoric in his ten operas.^
 ^Both Stanford and Britten were theatrical composers and both share the tendency to dramatise word settings 
even outside their operatic works (for example Stanford’s Magnificat in G, Britten’s Wedding Anthem). Both 
composers, however, understood that the type of musical drama required in the theatre was o f a different order to 
that o f the church. Neither composer succumbed to the grandness that can often be sensed in the church music o f
182
Particularly touching and novel in the context of Anglican church music of its time is the 
characterisation Stanford employs in the popular G major evening canticles (1900?). Dibble is 
sensitive to what he describes as the “lyrical exuberance of the soloistic writing” and he goes 
on to write
In fact, beyond the seamless developmental process so characteristic of Stanford’s 
mature church music, it is the adoption of IW er-oriented style -to  match the ‘songs’ 
of Mary and Symeon -that is the miracle of these two enchanting movements.
Dibble 2002, p. 351
In a letter written in 1906 from Stanford to J K Pyne, organist of Manchester Cathedral, there 
is a passage which indicates that Stanford was familiar with the Tradition he was writing in. It 
also spells out how conscious Stanford was that he was writing something which, to some 
extent, might challenge that Tradition:
I am so glad you like the G service, and saw so clearly what it was driving at. It is very 
difficult to write such things at all now: so fixed is the groove; and still more difficult 
to get people to look outside the groove.
Dibble 2002, p. 352
Stanford’s letter seems to imply that manoeuvrability inside the Anglican Church Music 
Tradition was somehow more restricted in 1900 than it had been earlier (“It is difficult to 
write such things now’"). This seems surprising, especially since Stanford himself had already 
done much to make manoeuvrability that much more easeful. The oversensitive Stanford 
(another trait he shared with Britten) may be doing nothing more than building a defence 
against a general stifling conservatism in Anglican music which might be prejudicial to his 
work. He might, on the other hand, be expressing a genuine despair about the prevailing 
indulgence of sentiment in Anglican music which could dull the reception of his refreshingly 
classical sensibility. It is easy enough to identify the imaginative qualities that single 
Stanford’s G major Service out as a highly original work and to recognise too that Stanford 
reached well beyond the confines of contemporary sacred music for his inspirations and 
techniques which he more fi*uitfully obtained from secular models.
For Stanford, the Tradition-ideal exerted a certain restraint that was burdensome to him. It had 
loomed over a generation of church musicians and was, to an extent, partly responsible for a 
host of mediocre music written by church musicians. Restraint can be applied in numerous 
ways; Stanford obviously saw that the restraint exercised by contemporary church music
Handel, which in any case often falls outside regular liturgical use. Howells occasionally exhibits a grandeur (or 
at least a rejection o f intimacy) that suggests he thought o f a cathedral as a stage, e.g. the start o f “Gloria” 
sections of both the Collegium Regale (1947) and the St P aul’s (1954) Magnificats.
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composers had led them to turn a deaf ear to the developments of concert music, of the music 
of Verdi, Wagner, Tchaikovsky and Brahms; the latter was of particular importance to him. It 
had encouraged them to pursue a style of word setting which was essentially far too respectful 
of clarity to allow a flowering of melody and the deployment of that melody in a musical 
argument. In another respect however, Stanford was as conscious of an aspect of restraint as 
any practising church musician, in fact more conscious than some others. He avoided 
sensational vulgarity and employed carefully sculptured classical lines to carry the logic of his 
musical arguments.
Herbert Howells
Restraint certainly characterises nearly all the anthems in The New Oxford Easy Anthem Book 
discussed above. It caused its contributing composers also to turn a deaf ear to contemporary 
musical trends. Restraint, concluded Wesley, after a certain youthful disdain of it (as 
discussed in chapter III), was a necessary element in the selflessness required by composers 
writing for the Anglican liturgy. It enabled the composer to serve rather than to dominate, 
which Wesley ultimately regarded as the sine qua non of the church composer’s role.
Restraint (reserve or reticence) was also seen as a positive trait by another key figure of 
Anglican church music from the generation following Stanford: Herbert Howells. In a radio 
conversation for the BBC in 1961, Howells was asked by Alec Robertson
When you are writing liturgical music, are you conscious that you’re writing in a 
certain tradition of reserve? Do you take into account lots of things written before -  do 
you have certain ideals to serve in what you are writing?
Howells dealt first with the third part of the question:
Certainly I have been immensely influenced by buildings... and whenever I’ve 
composed a piece of music for the church I have most definitely been mentally inside 
a building, not any sort of building but a building.
Then Howells addressed directly an issue of key importance to the Anglican Church Music 
Tradition:
As for reticence, I have almost rejoiced that one can’t dismiss it from the act of writing 
music for the church.^
Palmer 1996, p. 170
 ^In an introductory speech made in 1965 at the launch o f the EMI LP recordings o f The Treasury o f  English 
Church Music (recording items from the volumes o f the same name) Howells was even more unequivocal about 
the reticence he felt was imposed upon composers o f liturgical music. He said “. . . i f  you are going to write 
church music, you’ve got, willy-nilly, to accept very defined boundaries as to what you may do and what you do 
do”. Howells’s speech appears as track one of CD 1 o f the EMI Classic CD box-set The Treasury o f  English 
Church Music, 2011, a reissue o f the recordings which occasioned Howells’s speech.
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Howells’s “can’t” reveals much about what he understood as one of the defining ideals of the 
Tradition. This interview of 1961 occurred some six years after the schism in the Anglican 
Church Music Tradition reported by Routley (and discussed in chapter VI) who was, 
coincidently, a third member of the radio conversation cited above. The recognition of the 
need for reticence (which might be helpfully understood to stand for ‘the Old Tradition’) was 
highly relevant; there was a need for retrenchment. Stanford and Howells, names often 
pronounced in the same breath as prototypical Anglican church music composers, actually 
pursued agendas almost opposite to each other. Stanford saw the need to be progressive in 
order to revitalise a staid, stagnating Tradition; Howells saw the requirement to take a 
reactionary stand in order to help the Tradition survive. Both composers’ church music it 
should be noted, fi*om the perspective of the early twenty-first century, is synonymous with 
Cathedral Music.
Howells and the Tradition
Howells is assured a place in history on account of his liturgical Gebrauchsmusik: in
fact to the world at large he is known primarily as a composer of church music
Palmer 1996, p. 163
Howells’s list of compositions for the Anglican Church is a long one. On the face of it, 
Howells seems genuinely immersed in the Tradition and his credentials seem to back this up: 
a chorister at Gloucester Cathedral and later articled to H Brewer there; for a short time 
(curtailed through ill-health), sub-organist at Salisbury Cathedral; war-time deputy organist 
and choirmaster at St John’s College, Cambridge (1941 to 1945). Howells was both an 
organist and choir trainer and he knew the daily routines of the Cathedral/College musician. 
However, most of Howells’s working life centred not on the church but on teaching -as a 
teacher of composition at the Royal College of Music -and composing. Howells was a prolific 
composer and not solely (in fact not even quantitatively mostly) of church music. Palmer, 
however, overstates the point: “let us note a vital distinction: between church-music 
composers and composers who write for the church. Howells belonged to the latter category.” 
(1996, p. 164). Palmer’s categorisations are too simplistic for Howells who qualifies for a 
category unique to him. Howells never shrugged off (as it could be argued a fellow articled 
pupil of Brewer’s, Ivor Novello did, and the Christ Church, Oxford chorister, William Walton 
did) his early cathedral-musical experiences. On the strength of his musical style, Howells 
happily absorbed and enveloped them consciously as part of his highly personal musical
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language. Howells did, however, escape a permanent place in the organ loft (by agency of ill 
health rather than choice). Howells had then a unique position of partially viewing Anglican 
music as an outsider, but with the eye of the insider. The effectiveness of Howells’s liturgical 
music (its gebrauchsmusik credentials), its sense of ceremony and of atmosphere, is 
undeniable. In particular Howells’s handling of acoustic is frequently commended:
Howells had grown up with choral sounds in large places, lived the phenomenon of 
great echoes enlisted as a positive, creative factor in music-making.
Palmer 1996, p. 154
Howells’s mastery of choral writing is also acknowledged without equivocation. This and his 
intimate knowledge of the daily round and repertoire of the cathedral and collegiate choir 
repertoire were substantial assets for a composer composing for the Anglican Church, and 
almost a guarantee that his contributions to the Anglican Church Music Tradition would pass 
seamlessly in. But in one particular, Howells’s idiom seems to transgress the Tradition rather 
startlingly. This transgression would seem, on the face of it, to bar it totally from admission 
into the church in that there is a marked and overt sensuality in much of the music.
Palmer addresses the issue with candour, detailing Howells’s powerful sex-drive, and 
concluding
We must accept that the ecstatic quality of his music, the sweetness, the joy, warmth and 
light it radiates, are at least in part an expression of sexual joy. There is nothing shameful 
or discreditable in this
Palmer 1996, p. 200
Notwithstanding that there is indeed nothing “shameful or discreditable in this”, how was it 
that Howells managed to colour his music with so potent a subversive element -sensuality -  
and still find favour within the Tradition? Palmer suggests “ .. .churchfolk didn’t really know 
what they were listening to, didn’t, couldn’t, perceive music in that way” (ibid., p. 200), but 
this is surely too naïve. It is far more plausible to suggest that “churchfolk” enjoyed this music 
just as any other susceptible music lover would, savouring its sensual quality. Some, for 
reasons of moral conscience, may choose to experience its sensual power as a proxy for 
spiritual ecstasis; a relocation of pleasurable physical sensation to an esoteric realm. Howells 
himself acknowledged that arousal was an attractive ingredient of much liturgical music:
as a member of the congregation thinking back quite a number of years, when I was 
less instructed perhaps than I claim to be now, I remember even now the thrill I got 
through what I call the herd instinct, by all sort of felicities of harmony, things like 
that, and by a gigantic sound from the organ, all the commoner means of, if you like to 
use the word, infecting a large number of people; and I think even the instructed 
among us can be curiously affected by such things as harmonic titivation, grand noises
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from the organ and so on... I am not in the least degree ashamed of the memory of 
such moments
Howells 1961/Palmer, 1996, p. 170
Of course, Howells’s manipulation of “titivating” elements was filtered through a highly 
cultivated and technically assured musical style; but it would surely be wrong to refuse to 
consider that pleasurable sensation had nothing to do with the popularity of Howells’s 
liturgical music and assume that it was through spiritual means alone that he wooed his 
congregations and choirs.
Howells’s iconic status within the Anglican Church Music Tradition can be accounted for by 
his appreciation of ecclesiastical acoustic, his skill in writing for the choir, his attractive 
sensuality, and, not least, a deliberate and self-confessed palpable restraint.
Howells’s liturgical world was essentially the cathedral, even though some of his liturgical 
settings and anthems were composed for parish churches. It was in the cathedral that the 
shibboleths of the Tradition, its ideals, were practised more purely than they were in parish 
churches because, as discussed earlier, the cathedral was largely unaffected by the whim of 
the taste of the congregation, and almost universally favoured High Church practice.
Howells’s music was ideally suited to it. Appearing when it did historically, Howells’s 
liturgical music hovers like Concorde over the period of schism, casting a shadow which 
Traditionalists could view as protection against the aggressive, desiccating heat of 
progressiveness. Progressives (like Beaumont), however, could view Howells as blocking out 
a life enhancing source of light essential to the revival of a dull Tradition.
Howells and Britten and the ‘Tradition’
When Howells and Britten started composing music for the Anglican Church, the schism of 
1955 was a long way off. Neither composer was affected musically by the schism although 
Howells’s liturgical compositions were a powerful lobbying tool in the campaign to preserve 
the ‘Old’ tradition which was most noticeably pursued in Anglican cathedrals. Whereas 
Howells’s liturgical music is apparently quite easy to place within the Tradition, Britten’s 
liturgical compositions occupy a place within it which is far more complicated to determine.
Despite writing ostensibly for the same Tradition, and at approximately the same moment in 
its history, Howells’s Collegium Regale canticles (1945) look different and sound different to 
Britten’s cantata Rejoice in the Lamb (1943). The differences in style can, naturally, largely 
be accounted for by the two composers’ very different individual styles and, clearly, the texts 
called for very different responses appropriate to their occasion. Yet, as already discussed.
187
Britten was every bit as sensitive to place, space and atmosphere as Howells shows himself to 
be and was just as conscious of the Tradition he was writing within. Critically, Britten’s 
understanding of the Tradition came to him through the parish church whereas Howells’s 
absorption of it was acquired from the cathedral. These afforded very different environments 
both aesthetically and spatially. An examination of these, and the composers’ responses to 
them, helps to bring both into finer focus in relation to the ‘Tradition’.
It is easy to see how Howells’s music (genuine cathedral music, designed to fill large spaces, 
radiating grandeur and solemnity) is regarded as very much of the Tradition, even if it was 
also seen to develop that Tradition by introducing something fresh in feeling and harmony. 
Amongst the first commentators to recognise Howells’s clear ability to compose music suited 
to cathedral-like buildings was the dean of King’s College, Cambridge, Eric Milner-White 
who, as early as 1920, was urging Howells to compose a Magnificat and Nunc Dimittis, 
suggesting that “The Church would profit by a new idiom there!” (Palmer 1996, p. 168). It 
wasn’t until 1945 that Howells actually composed his evening canticles for King’s. The aged 
Basil Harwood, former organist at Ely and then Oxford Cathedral and himself a distinguished 
Anglican church music composer, wrote to Howells in 1947 after hearing the Collegium 
Regale. His response to Howells’s new canticles is interesting because he was writing (unlike 
Milner-White) from the perspective of the preceding generation of cathedral musicians:
You will easily understand that is difficult for me to wrestle with a new idiom so 
unlike what I was accustomed to -  when I retired I suppose Stanford’s Evening 
Service in A was about the last word in Church music -  .. .But a new out look was 
bound to come sooner or later, and with your spacious design and fine counterpoint 
you are leading the way.
I only trust that those who may follow you with less skill and experience will treat 
Church Music with reverence as well as reticence, and not plunge into a welter of 
unlovely sound in seeking to be ‘modem’ !
Palmer 1996, p. 169
Although Harwood was perhaps surprised by Howells’s rich harmony, generally thought to 
have been influenced by Debussy, Ravel and other early twentieth century French music,^ he 
was stmck, as was Milner-White, by the architectural rightness of Howells’s music in the 
cathedral environment. It is revealing too that Harwood remarked on the fine counterpoint, no 
doubt a technical attribute the older musician thought essential for reverend and reticent 
cathedral music. It can be inferred that Harwood found beauty in Howells’s Collegium Regale
Howells’s attraction to early twentieth century French music was certainly not something he gained from his 
teacher Stanford who, according to fellow pupil, Gordon Jacob, had “no sympathy for contemporary music such 
as Debussy, Ravel” (Palmer 1996, p. 54).
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and, perhaps, he too was attracted to the music’s sensuality/ It is clear from both Mihier- 
White’s and Harwood’s responses to Howells’s music that they felt he represented a real hope 
for the continuing future of Traditional Anglican music. Although both acknowledged that 
Howells offered something new and fresh, particularly in the realm of harmony, this was 
clearly achieved within the parameters of restraint and reverence that both identified as key 
tradition-ideals. Routley succinctly summarised Howells’s balance between reference to the 
old and the refreshingly new:
He is using ancient language with a modem accent to say something that makes harsh 
hearing: yet with a central poise of reason and beauty.
Routley 1964, pp 57-8
Howells’s elevation to the position of ‘preserver of the Tradition’ was one he probably took 
on happily, even though he had ambitions for his music in the concert hall too. In 1965 he 
remarked
If you reviewed the people ... [who] immensely matter in the story of British music, 
you will find [a] contact with the organ loft in nine cases out of ten. They are people 
who, going through the organ loft, listening to cathedral choirs and others, have in 
their bones, in their minds and in their imaginations, what I like to call the immemorial 
sound o f voices which to any Britisher and to the world in general is one of the best 
things to have in one’s make-up. And so it isn’t to be wondered at the likes of me ... 
are very much pre-occupied and influenced by the Cathedral loft, and have gained 
much though that experience, not merely an affection for English Church Music but, 
please God, some sort of ability to write for it.
Palmer 1996, p. 12
Howells’s statement is clearly a stout defence of the Old Tradition which was, by the time he 
made it, under attack from the wave of popularism set in motion in 1955. Howells not only 
sought to legitimise the Old Tradition by suggesting that it was the rightful legatee of British 
musical history but, in the pursuit of that defence, also inferred that it was a principle of 
national pride that it should be so. Howells was a prescient choice for Milner-White and 
Harwood to have pinned their hopes upon; given the schism which took place in Anglican 
church music, they could not have chosen a more loyal or biased propagandist.
Whether Howells’s iconic status would have been so pronounced, or his music so highly 
valued, if there hadn’t been a challenge to the Tradition -in  the shape of Beaumont and the
Routley found that Howells “has always been a composer for whom beauty o f sound is music’s first 
requirement. In this he is the reverse of avant-garde ...H o wells’s music is never anything but beautiful.’ 
(Routley 1964, pp. 55-56).
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critical diversion away from it in parts of the Anglican community which followed -is highly 
debateable. The almost unholy rush to commission Howells to compose canticles from nearly 
all the most important cathedrals and collegiate foundations in England looks suspiciously 
like a bolstering for the campaign by the society Friends of Cathedral Music which was 
established in 1956. Commissions for canticles by Howells, after 1956, included those from 
Westminster Abbey, St John’s Cambridge, Salisbury Cathedral, The Chapel Royal, 
Winchester Cathedral, Chichester Cathedral, Hereford Cathedral and Magdalen College, 
Oxford. These joined settings already written for Worcester Cathedral, Gloucester Cathedral, 
St Paul’s Cathedral, London in addition to the historically important King’s College, 
Cambridge setting. It certainly cannot be the case that there was a real need for this 
proliferation of canticle settings and there is evidence that Howells over-reached his 
imaginative resources. The distinguished cathedral organist, Robert Ashfield, for example, 
found (as many others must have too) that a lot of Howells’s pieces were undistinguishable 
from one another and even voiced the criticism, in the leading specialist journal Choir and 
Organ, that “one setting can lead into another like an amalgam” (Ferguson 1999, p. 18). The 
result of Howells’s sizable production of church music (whatever its variable quality) is a 
repertoire of cathedral music almost unassailable in its authority. It establishes an idiomatic 
style which was almost synonymous with cathedral liturgical for a period of over thirty years 
(from around 1940 to around 1975). This achievement encompassed the whole period in 
which Britten was composing his mature church music which began in 1943 with the 
composition of Rejoice in the Lamb and ended in 1970 with the arrangement of two Bach 
Chorales for the New Catholic Hymnal.
It is easy to see -now that the detail of events in 1955 and Howells’s musical contribution has 
been laid out -how the Cathedral Tradition became almost synonymous with the Old 
Tradition post 1955; it could realistically be viewed as a survival strategy. Cathedrals 
possessed choirs protected against the tide of progressivism by their fashion-proof 
foundations and by conservative choirmasters (trained from within their establishments) who 
were committed to protecting it; it had a repertoire not only with a long and distinguished 
history but also one which, as we have seen, boasted at least one highly influential 
contemporary composer: Howells. He was a political spokesman for values of the cathedral 
repertoire too. Cathedral choirs had a protection society dedicated to their preservation and
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the style of music they sang -Friends of cathedral Music® -whose statements of intention 
include reference to Tradition:
To safeguard our priceless heritage of cathedral music and support a living tradition; To 
increase public knowledge and appreciation of that heritage and tradition
www.fcm.org.uk. About us/Constitution
This powerful lobby left the Parish Church Tradition in an uncertain position. Prior to 1955, it 
had played its part in the preservation of Tradition-ideals together with the cathedrals; they 
were not always preserved in the same way, but they were ideals and they were shared.
Neither was the Parish Church Tradition synonymous with the ‘New’ or progressive party of 
church musicians (who, it could be argued, also established a species of a Friends’ Society 
with the setting up of the Twentieth Century Church Light Music Group in the early 1960s), 
which comprehended only a small, if noisy, number of parish churches. If  the practitioners of 
this progressivism had ever organised themselves into a definite, single group or identifiable 
single movement, they could have claimed Malcolm Williamson, composer of concertos, 
operas and ballets, as their own contemporary composer and spokesman. Routley had 
effectively done this in 1964:^
Williamson has become well known in the “pop” field for a series of small-scale 
works employing a musical idiom that has much in common with the Beaumont style, 
and which he might not have essayed had not Beaumont made his gesture when he 
did.
Routley 1964, p. 176
This leaves the larger number of parish churches that preserved some of the independent spirit 
they had inherited from their Hanoverian and Victorian forbears. They offered more latitude 
in the range of music they chose to perform and retained a fruitful partnership between 
congregation and church musician not on offer in the cathedral. These parish churches did not 
wish to become imitation cathedrals, but neither had they any inclination to substitute their 
robed choirs and organ for an electronically amplified vocal group with guitars, drums and 
bass. They wished to remain what they were; practitioners of the Parish Church Tradition.
This Tradition also had a leading composer, although he was never identified as such. He was 
Britten. It is very surprising that Britten’s influence isn’t felt stronger where it is most
 ^Herbert Howells served as president o f the FCM from 1958 until his death in 1983. 
’ See also Meredith and Harris 2007 pp. 106-7 and Beeson 2009 pp. 215-6.
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expected, for example, in a publication like The New Oxford Easy Anthem Book. Of the newer 
compositions, only the contributions of Bullard, Carter and Rutter show any sign of Britten’s 
influence and, even here, it is superficial; they appear to have caught only a spirit of lightness 
rather than picked up on the genuine spirit of independent originality, energy or 
characterisation that was the true hallmark of Britten’s liturgical music. As clearly as 
Howells’s music prolongs the Cathedral Tradition, Britten’s liturgical music exhibits the traits 
of a prototypical Parish Church Music composer. He enjoyed the latitude of the range of 
musical styles the Parish Church Tradition had encouraged and his church music addresses 
the partnership between congregation and church musician in a way not discernable in 
cathedral music generally and particularly in Howells’s lofty style.
Even when account is taken of the huge basic stylistic differences between the music of 
Howells and Britten, it is still possible to discern in the liturgical music of the two composers 
a difference of approach which thereby characterises the difference between the music of the 
Cathedral Tradition and Parish Church Tradition.
Howells’s music moves slowly, even in a swift tempo, giving the impression of weightiness. 
When Britten’s liturgical music moves quickly, it is too quick for clarity in a building with a 
long echo. Howells’s liturgical music predominantly sustains a solemn and serious mood 
whereas Britten’s is highly changeable in mood, ranging from the serious and sometimes 
threatening to the light-hearted, even humorous. Howells tends towards grandeur and holds an 
emotional distance in his liturgical music even when it is sensually enticing. Britten tends 
towards short, sharp characterisations that avoid aggrandisement. Sometimes he evokes an 
intimate, personal atmosphere. Howells’s terms of musical reference are deliberately limited; 
his cathedral voice is seemingly isolated from outside influence (French impressionism 
excepted). He remains totally Howells and unmistakably personal. Britten is positively 
prodigal in his stylistic references which include, amongst others, Gregorian melody,
Anglican chant, neo- Baroque and -Classical styles and music from the Far East.
It might be trespassing on the basic stylistic differences between the two composers rather 
than to their responses to the two different aesthetics presented by the cathedral and the parish 
church but, undoubtedly and above all, it is the exhibition of energy which is the most telling 
difference between the liturgical music of Howells and Britten. Howells projects strength; 
muscular and hulky. Britten projects vitality; athletic and lithe.^ Perhaps the most energetic
Britten’s fascination with fast cars is clearly linked to his exhilaration connected to speed. See Brident 2010, p. 
141.
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example of Howells’s music written for the church is found in the organ piece Paean,^ written 
in 1940/® The toccata-like passages are always anchored down by pedals and/or block 
chords; freewheeling is not permitted. The modality adds gravity, weighing the music down 
further. Howells’s fast music here is projected in forte, meaning a principle chorus on the 
Great coupled to full swell. This yields a thick, complicated texture of sound, suggestive of 
tremendous physical strength to perform. Fanfares, some requiring even heavier registration, 
counteract the forward motion of the toccata figuration and the piece ends in allargando; all 
the energy formally deployed in forward motion is here deployed for strength and weight.
Britten’s Jubilate in C (1961) is comparably swift but it is lean-textured and conveyed in 
relatively uncomplicated diatonic means. No accompanying heaviness prevents it from being 
airborne. Although some homophonie choral passages intrude upon this Scherzo-allegro, 
Britten creates the impression that this source of energy has not been halted, only made 
temporarily inaudible; it is perceivable throughout. Britten’s energy is springy and weightless. 
Britten’s ending has no hint of let-up.^ ^
» * *
The analyses of Britten’s anthems (chapter Villa) showed that they display traits which make 
it easy to recognise that they do not belong in the cathedral. It is easier to place them in the 
parish church. Britten’s canticle settings offer a more subtle and a more complicated picture. 
They show the composer coming to terms with issues relating to the Anglican Church Music 
Tradition in general and therefore cannot definitely be placed in either the Cathedral or the 
Parish Church.
Britten was asked, several times, if he would consider composing more canticle settings (there 
were requests, for example, from St John the Divine, New York, St John’s College, 
Cambridge, Coventry Cathedral and from the publisher Oxford University Press). All these 
were turned down for one reason or another (see Reed and Cooke 2010, pp. 106-7) but the 
refusals cannot reliably be taken, in themselves, as a determined rejection by Britten to 
compose more for the Anglican Church or as an indication of preference for the Parish 
Church Tradition over the Cathedral Tradition.
 ^Perhaps significantly, no genuinely ‘fast’ music can be found in any o f Howells’s cathedral choral music.
One o f the Six Pieces fo r  Organ.
" Britten was a keen athlete, a particularly keen tennis player and skier, and some o f his physical energy is as 
easy to identify in his music as is Howells’s sexuality in his music. The ending o f ihQ Jubilate in C, for example, 
is suggestive o f a sprinter breasting the finishing tape.
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All Britten’s canticle settings were written for the morning office of Matins, an office he 
knew very well.
Te Deum in C (1934), Festival Te Deum, op. 32 (1944)
Several times in his life Britten returned to a text he had already set to music and composed a 
new setting. Britten’s two settings of the Te Deum are therefore not a unique occurrence in his 
career. A special case can be made, however, for a comparison between Britten’s two Te 
Deum settings with a view to drawing some conclusions about his development as a composer 
and his change of outlook, both as an artist and as a Christian; a case which cannot be made 
for any other pair of settings. Unlike other doubles, both Britten’s settings were acknowledged 
by him as belonging to the composer’s oeuvre. Both pieces, in fact, gave the composer a 
measure of personal satisfaction. The earlier Te Deum in C enjoyed a reasonably successful 
first performance (Britten was well served by the playing of the distinguished organist George 
Thalben-Ball). Later, the orchestral version of the same piece was conducted by Reginald 
Goodall (who was later to conduct Peter Grimes with great distinction). Britten, in prose 
rather typical of public schoolboy condescension, wrote that this performance was a “quite 
competent show” (Mitchell and Reed 1991, p. 326). A broadcast performance of the 
orchestral version elicited the following comment from the composer: “it made some 
delicious sounds! Which I am not ashamed of - ! !” (ibid., p 326). Britten was eager to see it 
published (which it duly was in 1935 by OUP) aware that there was a good market for 
liturgical music. It is highly probable that Britten was thinking of the parish church choir 
rather than the cathedral choir; at this stage in his career Britten had little experience of 
cathedral choirs. The parish church was the milieu he knew and it was the target market for 
OUP’s Oxford Church Services series. It is most likely, however, that Britten referenced (if 
only from memory -perhaps from Gresham’s) Te Deum settings and other canticle settings 
which were part of the cathedral repertoire, those of C V Stanford among them.
Britten was sufficiently satisfied with his Festival Te Deum, 1944, to allot it a separate opus 
number, 32. In a letter to Pears dated November 1944, Britten mentions his working on the 
composition: “nothing very important, but slightly honey” (Mitchell and Reed 1991 p. 1231). 
The dismissive tone is not uncharacteristic of Britten -he used the words “It is not important 
stuff, but quite pleasant, I think”^^  to describe his Serenade, 1943 -but the use of “honey” in a
12 The phrase appears in letter o f April 1944 to Elizabeth Mayer (Mitchell and Reed 1991, p. 1144).
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letter to Pears suggests that Britten thought highly of it; the word had a special significance to 
the couple as it was Britten’s favoured term of endearment to his lover, as evidenced in 
numerous letters. The composer recommended the Festival Te Deum to Walter Hussey, the 
Vicar of St Matthew’s, Northampton, who had commissioned Britten’s Rejoice in the Lamb, 
1943. Britten’s acceptance of the commission for the Festival Te Deum from St Mark’s, 
Swindon (to mark the centenary of the church) was probably motivated in part, again, by the 
promise of some immediate financial return. Additionally, however, Britten may genuinely 
have been motivated by the desire to serve the church as a composer, putting into action the 
sentiment that has been cited above (chapter Villa), that there should be a “closer connection 
between the arts and the Church” which he readily shared with Hussey in 1943 (see Hussey 
1985, pp 4-5). Britten was also probably aware that it was the positive response to such 
commissions which would ease his repatriation after his sojourn in America -an issue further 
discussed below (chapter X).
Not all Britten’s double settings faired as well as his Te Deums. It has already been noted that 
Britten set the poem The world is charged with the grandeur o f God by Gerard Manley 
Hopkins twice: once in 1938 as part of the music composed for the radio presentation The 
World o f the Spirit, and again in 1939 as part of the a cappella choral work^.MD.G. He 
withdrew the whole of A.M.D.G. and none of the music from The World o f the Spirit was 
heard again in Britten’s life time. Britten voiced no ambition to extract a cantata from The 
World o f the Spirit as he had for his previous radio presentation. The Company o f Heaven 
(1937), so it is not known if he was satisfied with the Hopkins setting. The desire to return to 
the text and attempt a new setting might suggest that Britten felt he had not achieved a 
satisfactory result at his first attempt.
Britten’s sanctioning of both Te Deums, although not in itself an insignificant fact, is not the 
only point upon which the special pleading for their comparison rests. In addition, both 
Britten’s Te Deum settings are autonomous, discrete compositions, something which cannot 
be claimed for the other liturgical texts which Britten set more than once. The settings of the 
Sanctus and Agnus Dei in the Missa Brevis (1959), and War Requiem (1962), are part of 
larger musical canvases and their shaping was interdependent on this. Britten could not, as he 
was able to do with his Te Deum settings, choose the structure or emotional colour of these 
settings without calculating their effect on the work as a whole. This is equally true of 
Britten’s setting of the Kyrie which he set three times: once again in Missa Brevis and the 
War Requiem, and it is also sung by the animals promenading into the arc in Noye’s Fludde,
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1958. It is also the case that Britten had no opportunity (as he had in both the War Requiem 
and Noye’s Fludde) to manipulate or edit the text. As opposed to those two works (one a 
concert work, the other a dramatic work) both of Britten’s Te Deums were conceived as 
liturgical settings where a straightforward presentation of a well known text was de rigueur -a  
respect for Tradition which should not go unmentioned.
Here, then, are two settings of the same text made by the same composer. Both were 
published and performed in the composer’s lifetime (although the first performance of the 
Festival Te Deum was not, in Britten’s eyes, a success)/^ both settings are constrained by 
liturgical function to present the text complete; both use the same musical resources (SATB 
choir, treble soloist and organ accompaniment); both are autonomous whole independent 
pieces; and both were approved works in the catalogue of the composer’s critical works. This 
litany of coincidence would seem, in itself, enough to justify a comparison between the two 
Te Deums. The interest in a comparison is heightened by their position at either end of what 
was probably the most seminal decade of Britten’s life, 1934-1944.
It is a decade which, amongst other things, saw Britten acknowledge his homosexuality and 
consummate a partnership. It is a decade in which Britten left the security of his comfortable 
middle class home environment and introduced him to (but did not attract) Bohemian life. It is 
the decade in which Britten met W H Auden who was responsible for changing Britten’s 
perception of literature, of life and politics. This is the decade in which Britten experienced 
life in America which caused him to reconsider his Bnglishness. This is the decade which saw 
Britten stand up publicly for his conscientious objection to war. This is the decade in which 
Britten forsook his youthful Christian belief and replaced it with an, at times, uneasy search 
for spiritual truth. And it is the decade which saw Britten graduate from a brilliant apprentice 
to mature composer.
Even putting to one side the general emotional effect the war must have had upon him, this 
cargo of personal experience which Britten collected between the composition of his two Te 
Deums cannot be disregarded. Two items, at least, clearly affected his two responses to the 
text: his technical maturity and the shift in his Christian belief.
Britten wrote in a letter to Hussey in May 1945 “the choir [of St Mark’s, Swindon] was completely 
incompetent, and a great disappointment” (ed. Mitchell and Reed 1991, p. 1249). James McCray, writing in 1977 
in The Diapason, 810, May 1977, p. 10, however, remembered the first performance rather differently: “It was 
successfully performed [at St Mark’s Church, Swindon] by a rather unsophisticated yet earnest church choir”.
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When Hans Redlich wrote in 1952 that
a comparison of both scores [the Te Deum in C and Festival Te Deum\ drives home,
even to the uninitiated, the tremendous atmospheric change that has come over
Britten’s music within the decade [1934-1944].
Ed. Mitchell and Keller, 1952 p 93
he accounted for these “tremendous atmospheric changes” in purely technical terms: Britten’s 
more “Spartan” harmonic scheme of the latter is noted, as is the Lydian fourth “which easily 
enables the composer to touch upon F sharp major”; the “marvel of thematic simplicity and 
tonal economy” of the former is warmly commended. It was not, of course, prudent for 
Redlich to infuse his text on technical matters with details of Britten’s private life and the 
effect these may have had on the composition of either Te Deum. Even if Redlich was aware 
of Britten’s private circumstances, it is by no means certain he would have considered them 
relevant. The branch of musicological discipline which views a composer’s music as in some 
way a mirror of their personal life (inner and outer) was one which belonged to a different 
branch of scholarship to that of Redlich.
Britten’s biography has provided rich material for such study; Britten’s homosexuality, 
pacifism, social conscience and religious beliefs have all been starting points for 
investigations of his music. Conclusions have been drawn about how Britten’s music 
has been shaped not only by his musical skill or artistic understanding (sometimes not even by 
it) but by who he was.
Whereas the relevance of his homosexuality on Britten’s two Te Deum settings might be a 
musicological cul-de-sac^"  ^(sexuality related musicology is far more revealing where a 
composer has deliberately chosen a particular theme featured in a text and/or shaped a text to 
his specific needs)B ritten’s attitude to Christianity it is surely relevant. As a youth, Britten’s 
relationship to Christianity was uncomplicated; he was simply a believing worshipper. In 
1928, the year he had been confirmed (and just six years before he composed the Te Deum in 
Q , Britten wrote in the front of his diary:
In a private correspondence, Christopher Mark speculates whether Britten’s setting o f the line “let me never be 
confounded” in the Festival Te Deum, “sung by the ‘pure’ sound o f a solo treble, and finishing on [pc] E. .. [can] 
be said to be biographically ‘charged?’” The presence of pc A-sharp providing the Lydian fourth against the E 
Major chord at this point in the piece strengthens Mark’s argument for reading some biographical meaning into 
the passage.
For example, in Music and Sexuality in Britten, 2006, in eight o f the twelve essays Brett focuses directly on 
opera. With the exception o f the essay Keeping the Straight Line Intact (which hardly deals with sexual matters 
at all) opera and vocal music are noticeably emphasised. In The Cambridge Companion to Benjamin Britten, 
1999, Clifford Bindley concentrates his attention on two operas, Billy Budd and Death in Venice.
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My duty towards God is to believe in him, to fear him and to love him, with all my 
heart, with all my mind, with all my soul and with all my strength. To worship him, to 
give thanks, to put my whole trust in him to know his Holy name & his word, and to 
serve him truly all the days of my life.
Allen 2002 pp. 4-5
Britten’s relationship to Christianity was latterly more complex:
Britten would never again be as unambiguously ‘religious’ as he was in the 1920s and 
1930s after which a wider spiritualism gradually replaced his allegiance to the 
institutional Church of his upbringing and schooling. Moreover, in his later life he did 
not shy away from questioning the basis of religious belief in a society that kills and 
goes to war, sometimes in God’s name. The War Requiem, with its ironic juxtaposition 
of Wilfred Owen’s war poetry and the liturgy of the requiem mass, is only the most 
obvious example. But no such irony played a part in the religious music of the 1930s.
It served either a strict liturgical function... or aligned itself with traditional religious 
iconography and imagery
Kildea 2002a, preface
Britten never lost his interest in religion and its central issues -spirituality, redemption, sin. 
Indeed, it would be difficult to find another composer of Britten’s generation who was more 
constantly engaged with these issues in his work.
Britten’s two Te Deums belong to different phases in Britten’s religious life, the first being 
written just before Britten had started a critical enquiry into his beliefs. Shortly afterwards and 
no doubt prompted by Auden, Britten was captivated by left-wing ideology which was often 
at variance with the established church’s middle class, right-of-centre political stance. There 
were complicated spiritual issues to investigate too. To add to this, Britten’s homosexual 
lifestyle was officially condemned by the church (it was small comfort to know that the 
Anglican Church provided some unofficial refuge); Britten was living in a permanently sinful 
relationship. Britten’s second setting of the Te Deum, the Festival Te Deum, was written by a 
composer significantly different, spiritually, from the one who wrote the Te Deum in C. This 
spiritual shift left its mark on the Festival Te Deum, as will shortly be discussed.
The Te Deum is a tripartite Christian hymn. Its author is unknown. Parts one and two used to 
be ascribed to St Ambrose but are now more often ascribed to Bishop Nicetas. The third part 
(beginning “O Lord, save thy people”) was added at a later date. It is a selection of verses 
from the Book o f Psalms. Part one is a form of Creed, acknowledging the Trinity and naming 
the whole company of worshipping creatures from angels to man. Part two centres on the 
Christ. The third part presents a series of petitions, calling particularly for protection and 
mercy. In addition to its use as a hymn of thanksgiving and for consecrations and coronations, 
it has always been a regular item at the Anglican office of Matins. Settings by Anglican
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church music composers are legion. Britten would have heard the Te Deum practically every 
time he attended Matins, either sung by the choir alone to one of the settings which presents 
the prose text in an anthem-like composition (with regular metres and other recognisable 
structuring mechanisms) or chanted (sometimes by the choir alone, sometimes by the whole 
congregation) to three different Anglican chants, one for each section, in a recitative style 
which retains the rhythmic flow of the prose. Although precisely which settings of the Te 
Deum Britten knew is not known (Britten’s otherwise detailed diary entries concerning his 
churchgoing are not forthcoming on the matter partly for reasons explained in chapter VII) a 
conversation Britten had with Imogen Holst (in 1952) suggests that, at the very least, Britten 
knew Stanford’s B-flat service (1879). Holst wrote in her d ia ry th a t  Britten had “been 
brought up on this”. This is an assertion which is difficult to verify. Stanford is not a 
composer who features in Britten’s diaries or letters at all so the extent of Britten’s knowledge 
of his music, including the church music, is speculative.^^ However, it is clear from the 
construction of Britten’s canticle settings (particularly the Te Deum in C and the later 
Jubilate) that he absorbed ideas about the architecture of canticle settings and there need be 
no doubt that Holst’s report is true and that Britten was familiar with Stanford’s B-flat 
service.
Both of Britten’s settings of the Te Deum are of the anthem type and both use the traditional 
resources of an SATB choir and organ. Both respect the tripartite form of the hymn by 
following an A B A1 plan. In both Te Deums, the second section is delineated by a change of 
key and the third by a return to the original key. There are other commonalities: both settings 
(unusually for this celebratory text) start piano and end pianissimo, both settings vary the 
tempo for the middle section and return to the original tempo for the third, and both settings 
employ a treble soloist (although not at the same point or for the same text). The following is 
a comparative summary of the two Te Deum settings:
See ed. Grogan 2007, particularly page 172.
Stanford is noticeably absent from Britten’s 1941 essay England and the Folk-Art Problem  (Kildea 2003, pp. 
32-35) for reasons unexplained. O f all the leading figures o f English musical life at the time, Stanford remains 
the one about whom Britten’s opinions are mysteriously unknown.
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1934/m C
Section A
We praise  
Thee
1944/Festival
Key
C major
Tempo
Allegro Molto
Key
We praise  E major 
Thee
Tempo
Andante con 
moto
Section B
Thou art the A major
King o f  Glory
Section A1
O Lord save C major
Thy people
poco meno mosso
Tempo primo
Thou art the E minor 
King o f  Glory
O Lord save E maj or
Thy people
Pin mosso 
ed energico
Tempo primo
The 1934 setting is rhythmically energetic (albeit nervous energy) in its outer sections and 
segments the prose, which is presented in short, fanfare-like motifs. At the beginning of the 
quieter middle section, most of the text is delivered by a treble soloist. The phrases are longer 
and far less energetic. The choir gently punctuates the soloist’s melody, with interjections of 
“O Christ”. The texture here is distinctly reminiscent of Stanford’s evening canticle. Nunc 
Dimittis in G, op. 81. In Stanford’s setting the emphasis is on the person of Symeon; Britten’s 
places the focus on Christ. When the text returns to its creedal prose “We believe that thou 
shalt come”, appropriately, the choir (“we”) shares the burden of the text with the soloist. 
Much of the music of the first section reappears in slightly modified form in the closing 
section.
Britten sought a high degree of cohesion in his Te Deum in Chut this cannot be accounted for 
solely (or even mainly) by the influence of Stanford, even though his spirit seems to pervade 
Britten’s setting. At the time of its composition, Britten was particularly engrossed in the 
music of a composer Stanford had no time for at all: Stravinsky. Britten went so far as to 
call his Te Deum ‘libelous’ [sic] which John Evans suggests is a “reference to the influence 
that Stravinsky’s music exerted on him around this time” (2009 p. 301). Britten was 
impressed by Stravinsky’s economy and by his resourceful invention achieved through the 
conscious use of a few basic materials. It was an ideal of compositional principle which
Stanford’s pupil Gordon Jacob remembered Stanford’s unequivocal dislike o f Stravinsky’s music; see Palmer 
1996, p. 54.
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Britten, at the time, thought sovereign (and was, interestingly, a prominent feature of 
Stanford’s practice too). This, for Britten, was a matter of technique and a matter of 
professionalism (perhaps even pride). It was the perceived lack of such technical rigour which 
caused Britten to pour scorn over much contemporary English music (his diaries are peppered 
with references to such weakness) and which would be found to be particularly prevalent in 
English liturgical music. Essentially, Britten’s Te Deum has only two basic ideas: the 
rhythmic motto which is presented at the beginning of the piece in the pedals (bars 1-3) and 
the melodic arpeggio shape. This shape is subjected to much ornamentation, considerably 
enriching the melodic variety contained in the Te Deum in C (ex. IX.la-f). Although the 
motto is subjected to expansions both durational and intervallic, its essential characteristic 
syncopation is an obligatory ingredient of it. This, when the motto is exploited as the principle 
agency of unity, turns out to be burdensome. In the calmer middle section the ubiquitous 
appearance of this relentlessly rhythmic motto appears as an unwelcome infringement. In 
addition, the motto is distinctly instrumental in character. When Britten allots it to voices, it 
appears somewhat awkward and results in rather artificial sounding phrases; as a unifying 
apparatus it is rather clumsy. Peter Evans found that “the ostentatious motivic working of the 
organ bass do[es] seem self-consciously economical” (1979 p. 68). A corollary of Britten’s 
economy in the Te Deum in C is his cautiousness in exploring contrast. This is exemplified by 
the transition from section A to section B, which passes by hardly noticed; the tempo change 
is modest {poco meno mosso) and the modulation to the middle section key has already been 
achieved. An apparently new theme appears (actually an ornamentation of the arpeggio shape) 
in bar 130, confirming that the transition to a new phase of the structure has taken place, but 
this is counteracted only five bars into it by the appearance of the pedal motto in its exact 
original form, arguing for a continuation of the first section rather than the establishment of a 
new one. This undermines the independent territory the new section might stake out for itself. 
The new key centre is the only truly independent feature of the B section. Britten’s choice of 
A major for the ‘Christ’ (B) section of this 1934 Te Deum is interesting. It was often the key 
Britten chose when setting texts referring to Heaven.Britten was also wont to emphasise the 
melodic pitch E in these circumstances, and this is the case here. The employment of a solo 
boy treble (Britten’s most favourite embodiment of innocence) strengthens the imagery of a 
divine state.
See Mark, The Musical Times, Nov. 1989, p. 660.
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Britten was confident that he had, in his 1934 Te Deum in C, written something more 
technically sound than most contemporary Anglican liturgical music. At its first performance 
it shared a programme of other English liturgical music by, amongst others, William Harris 
and Harold Darke. Britten contrasted his expressions of satisfaction with his own work with 
quite another expression to describe these other works; he found them “dire” ®^ by comparison. 
Yet, despite the conscious technical control Britten mustered for the Te Deum in C and 
despite its quirky rhythmic energy, it still manages to sound very much like middle class 
Anglican church music, a near relative to Stanford (though not Howells). Britten was, at this 
stage, himself a middle class Anglican. Britten’s name was not yet prominent enough to 
secure good sales (which he relied upon to sustain his ambition to work solely as a 
professional composer) so this relatively cautious approach is understandable. This was to 
change. For now, Britten contented himself with composing a technically assured piece with a 
few highly original features, but one that was still recognisably traditionally Anglican. Both 
parish church and cathedral musicians would surely have acknowledged that Britten’s canticle 
belonged inside the Tradition even if it bore certain features far from customary.
Although not on the same level of artistic achievement as Rejoice in the Lamb, Britten’s 
Festival Te Deum none the less demonstrates advances in technique and a shift in aesthetic 
from the Te Deum in C. In the first and third sections of the Festival Te Deum Britten sought a 
free-flowing projection of the text. He devised a scheme in which, in the first section the 
unison choir (in the third, the solo treble) sings a melody involving frequently changing 
metres, which creates a flexible, recitative-like flow. This recitative moves counter to a 
regular pulse marked in the organ accompaniment resulting in poly-rhythmic texture. Evans 
(1979) regarded it as “exceptional in Britten’s output for its sustained use of two metrical 
strata” (p. 94). The Festival Te Deum has, like its earlier counterpart, a high degree of surface 
cohesion but, critically, it is deployed in quite a different manner. The unison melody, which 
stretches from bars 3-51,^* is constructed in a way which was probably as consciously 
economic as the working out of the basic motto and shape was in the earlier Te Deum in C.
But now, Britten’s technique seems far better hidden; far better subsumed anyway. The 
inversion of the opening phrase which occurs in bar 7, for example, does not advertise its 
economy so self-consciously; the economy involved helps account for its belongingness, but 
its primary expressive logic as the satisfactory local continuation of the cantabile melody
See Ed. J Evans 2009, p. 286
Had not Britten expressed negative views o f the composer, it may have been appropriate to call Britten’s 
melody in the first section of his Festival Te Deum Brucknerian.
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overrides its economy. The rhythmic flexibility of the melody is a contributing factor in its 
ability to disguise motivic repetition. In this, it is far more successful than the Te Deum in C 
whose retention of the syncopation in the motto rather tiresomely advertises its presence at 
every appearance.
At the point where Britten quite deliberately advertises his economy in the Festival Te Deum 
(i.e. where technique is employed with calculated self-consciousness) by literal repetition of a 
motif, bars 21-39, it is perfectly matched to the repetitive phraseology of the text, i.e. 
definitive article, adjective, noun: “The glorious company...”, “The goodly fellowship...”.
The noble army...” and so on. As this catalogue of worshippers is enumerated, Britten 
counterbalances his repeated motif by raising the scale degree for each entry, securing 
harmonic interest where melodic interest is minimised.
Throughout Britten’s Festival Te Deum, the composer looks to have drawn his inspiration 
from a much wider palette of musical types than in the earlier Te Deum in C. The sound of 
bells features quite prominently. These are not Anglican bells, however. On the strength of the 
inscription Colin McPhee wrote on the copy of his two-piano transcriptions of Balinese 
Gamelan music he gave to Britten in 1940 -  “To Ben -  hoping he will find something in this 
music, after all” (Cooke 1998, p. 30) - it  could be assumed that Britten found little to inspire 
him in the music. Yet the acquisition of another delightfully exotic music type (albeit one as 
yet only superficially understood) was hardly likely to be totally rejected by a composer who 
enjoyed expanding his musical palette in many diverse directions including, not only classical 
types, but light music types and jazz. In the second section of the Festival Te Deum, Britten 
imitates the jangling mêlée of Balinese percussion. Perhaps the most remarkably bell-like 
passage is the one which occurs toward the end of this second section (bars 88-90) where the 
gradual slowing down of the bell’s ringing pattern is written out complete, together with its 
dissonant clashes. Cooke states that McPhee’s piano transcriptions were Britten’s “sole 
experience of gamelan techniques before his renewed interest in Balinese music during the 
mid 1950s” (1998, p. 31). It is not surprising, then, that one of Britten’s early attempts at 
Balinese-like music occurs as a keyboard part. The curious, but strikingly effective organ 
chords in the accompaniment in the first and third sections of the Festival Te Deum appear 
also derived from the sounds of strokes and vibrations of bells; the dynamic and luminous 
layout of the chords suggest, again, small Eastern bells rather than ones from an Anglican 
church tower.
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Reversing the pattern of the 1934 Te Deum in C, Britten’s 1944 Festival Te Deum quickens 
the tempo quite considerably for the middle, B section. Where the toccata-like right-hand 
figuration of the organ part is inspired by Balinese percussion, the pedal line (which the 
choral basses also have to negotiate) appears to be inspired by a dance-band bassist, 
athletically thrumming the open strings of his instrument with abandon. The jazzy 
syncopations in the organ right-hand, for example in bars 62, 64 and 66 (which the lower 
voices of the choir have also to sing), complement the impression of lively dance-band music. 
This and the exotic bell-sounds suggest that Britten, at this later stage of his career, decided 
that it was no longer necessarily to keep the worlds of liturgical music and secular music 
entirely separate.^^ This is something that little contemporary Anglican liturgical music 
(dominated as it was by Howells) was exploiting, although a secular strain in some of the 
church music he had heard in his childhood in Lowestoft (see chapter VII) may have nurtured 
in Britten an attitude inclined to exploit a wider range of stylistic inspiration. A common trope 
of commentators on Britten’s music is that it was the spirit of Purcell which led Britten in this 
direction.^^ Howells himself-as cited in the introduction -credited the style of Rejoice in the 
Lamb (which predates the Festival Te Deum by only a year) to the influence of Purcell. This 
assertion carries some weight but needs considerable refinement. If, indeed, Britten was 
inspired to mingle secular musical influences with his church ones by following Purcell’s 
lead, how, it should be asked, might this tie in with the very different liturgical circumstances 
of Purcell’s liturgical music compositions and Britten’s? What is the relevant connection 
between the Chapel Royal’s fashionable liturgical theatre and, say, St Mark’s congregation in 
Swindon? Even if Britten or Howells didn’t need to ask that question, the scholar does.
In chapter IV the connection was made clear; musical influences of the Chapel Royal touched 
the parish church -Britten’s natural church habitat -far more than they did the cathedral. It 
was not that parish churches imitated the Chapel Royal in splendour or professional 
accomplishment but that a spirit of adventure and liveliness left an imprint there. Put crudely, 
parish churches did not see why they should not enjoy their church music as much as report 
and rumour suggested the King and his court did. Within certain bounds then, parish church 
music was open to the secular influence and the dance-rhythms that played their part in the 
colouring of Purcell’s music for Charles II, and which were put to service, for a while, in 
parish church anthems. This legacy of attitude (a Tradition -albeit watered down by historical
This is not only true o f keeping secular musical influences out o f the church; church music types (plainsong, 
hymn tunes) could also be utilised, where necessary, in secular works. See Elliott 2006, pp. 47-73.
^ Britten’s first Purcell realisation was made in 1939.
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distance and Victorian demeanour) was still capable of being sensed even in Britten’s 
childhood and even in Lowestoft.
To this has to be added the experience of composing film music and incidental music for the 
theatre, which demanded from Britten a huge range of musical types. This is just as likely to 
have provided the more immediate stimulus for what was to become his characteristic habit of 
appropriating what he considered to be the right type of music for his musical needs. Britten 
used whatever musical material he felt to be effective for the task in hand and this frequently 
involved reaching beyond the most obvious. When Britten reached beyond traditional 
material in his composing of liturgical music, there was nothing political in this; he was 
simply trying to bring some dramatic energy into the texts he set and sought the musical 
means to do so from a wider pool of musical resource than most church musicians were 
willing or able to do. Once again, Stanford provided a model for the principle but Britten’s 
bolder gestures were a result of his broader musical experience and his escape from cathedral 
influences. Effectively, though probably not consciously, Britten was creating a distance 
between his music and the Cathedral Tradition.
In the Festival Te Deum, the second section is granted far greater contrasting independence 
than was the case with the earlier Te Deum in C. As if to demarcate the new section, Britten 
increases the tempo (from quaver = 144 to crotchet = 108) and shifts from E major to E 
minor. Although the new theme (bars 53-56) is already embedded in the opening of the 
Festival Te Deum (see ex. IX.2) Britten’s skill at recasting the idea in its new context 
disguises this. Contrast is aided too by the replacement of the rhythmic litheness of the A 
section and by the extreme rhythmic tautness of the B section and also by the sudden increase 
in dynamic. Where transition and contrast were smoothed out in the 1934 Te Deum in C, here 
they are obvious and angular. Britten was far more experienced at integrating contrasts in 
1944 than he had been in 1934. Because of this, he had more trust in the strength of 
complementary ideas and how the friction between two or more types of musical action could 
reinforce both. The light of one could appear to make the darkness of another seem more 
opaque; the athleticism of one could appear to make the calmness of another yet more serene. 
Britten knew, through the experience of creating larger structures {Our Hunting Fathers 
(1936), Violin Concerto (1939), Sinfonia da Requiem (1940), for example) that, so long as 
deeper organising mechanisms were in place, there need be no detrimental loosening effect in 
using contrasting material, an issue discussed also in chapter Villa. It may have been a lesson 
learned through the writing of longer and larger works, but it was equally beneficial to smaller 
structures like the Festival Te Deum. The 1934 Te Deum in C was overcompensated for in its
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almost obsessive desire to create tangible, i.e. surface, unity throughout its course. The 1944 
Festival Te Deum allows dramatic surface conflict; this arises out of the use of contrasting 
material to contribute to a musical narrative, compellingly held together by subsurface 
mechanisms which grant them a degree of independence. Within each section there is still 
plenty of melodic organisation in play; it is far more subtle in the Festival Te Deum than it 
was in the 1934 setting, as if it were operating on a level between the surface and the 
subsurface (middleground). The melodic organisation of the first section of the Festival Te 
Deum has been touched upon and it is possible to identify that every single phrase of the 
second section is derived from the apparently new theme presented in bar 53; even the organ’s 
right hand Balinese inspired toccata-like figuration is a faster version of the melisma on “O” 
of “O Christ”.
When one turns to specific words or phrases in the text of the Te Deum which carry special 
meanings, touching the heart of a Christian’s religious belief, intriguing differences between 
Britten’s two settings of the text emerge. ‘Comforter’ and ‘Redeemed with Thy precious 
blood’ possess special resonances. In both Britten’s settings the composer especially 
underlined the word “comforter” by stretching it out in a melisma (it is the longest 
homophonie melisma in the Te Deum in C and the longest melisma of any kind in the Festival 
Te Deum). In the earlier setting it is sung to a phrase derived fi"om the work’s arpeggio theme 
(ex. IX. le) and it is the first genuinely serene cantabile phrase of the piece. Even the pedal 
motto, which so often works counter to other serene passages in this setting, is silent here. The 
phrase is written in Britten’s ‘heavenly’ key of A major with the tone E, the pitch to which 
Britten seems to have attached special significance, being held throughout the melisma as an 
internal pedal. This combination of musical signs tallies well with Britten’s ‘comfortable’ 
Christian beliefs at the time. Ten years later, Britten’s treatment of the word in the Festival Te 
Deum is very different. The word “comforter” appears at a structurally important point in the 
Festival Te Deum\ it is the point at which the initial home key of E major is regained after 
some eighteen bars (29-46) of harmonic diversion. Even though this is the point where E 
major returns, Britten chooses to begin the “comforter” melisma on G-natural. Such 
major/minor conjunctions were never purely an ornamental coincidence in Britten’s music 
from around 1940 onwards; they were always signs conveying a message:
Britten’s use of the major-minor third introduces the symbolism of a ‘fall’ from a
higher state to a lesser state -  a spiritual diminishment
Allen 2002, p. 25
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When this significant major/minor sign appears at the commencement of the word 
“comforter”, it must surely convey an important message about the state of Britten’s Christian 
beliefs at this time. Whatever positive inspiration Britten held onto from his youthful 
Christianity (and this would seem to include the teachings of Christ -he told the Appellate 
Tribunal involved in the assessment of his status as a Conscientious Objector that “I regard 
the whole context of [Christ’s] teaching & example as the standard by which I must judge.” 
(Britten 1942/ed. Kildea 2003, p. 41)) it is clear that Britten no longer found personal comfort, 
or was at best equivocal about any comfort brought, at least within the conventional practices 
of Christianity. The continuation of the melisma on the word “comforter” hardly mitigates the 
‘fall’ encountered. Although it restores G-sharp, it does so in surroundings which minimise its 
potential restorative property; the melisma is saturated with other tones conflicting with the 
host E major (the flattened sixth, the sharpened seventh, then the sharpened sixth) and comes 
at last to rest not on the conclusive root, but on the labile fifth of the chord.
In 1934, Britten set the sentence “Whom Thou hast redeemed with Thy precious blood” to 
almost exactly the same music he had used for the word “comforter”. A major is once again 
the chosen key for this phrase and a solo treble holds the tone e2 over the entire phrase.
Again, the pedal motto is absent. By these means “comforter” and “Whom Thou hast 
redeemed with Thy precious blood” are very strongly linked together; for Britten, there was 
clearly a connection between the comfort-bringer and the sacrificial act. In 1944, the sentence 
“Whom Thou hast redeemed with Thy precious blood” is set to the jerky rhythm described 
above as contributing to the dance-band feel of this section of the Festival Te Deum. Because 
Britten’s 1944 setting is a festival setting, this frivolous setting of the line is perhaps 
justifiable; the sentence is sung in the spirit of joyous celebration, even though it is not in 
itself particularly joyous. It is in very steep contrast to Britten’s reverential handling of the 
sentence in 1934 when, no doubt, the words would have been contemplated every time Britten 
took communion. It might appear highly unlikely that Britten could devise a suitable musical 
means to link “comforter” and “Whom Thou hast redeemed with Thy precious blood” in the 
Festival Te Deum as he had done in the Te Deum in C. Yet, to prove the hypothesis that, 
conceptually, “comforter” and “Whom Thou hast redeemed with Thy precious blood” were 
connected in Britten’s mind, it is necessary to identify one. In the Festival Te Deum these two 
ideas are placed in two different sections of the work which, unlike the Te Deum in C, are in 
clear contrast with each other; a convincing musical link would have to appear in a form 
which could function musically in both contexts. A highly significant musical link can, in
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fact, be identified; where the word “blood” appears, Britten touches once again on a 
major/minor conjunction (here C major/C minor) as he had at the word “comforter”, bar 82 
(ex.IX.3). That this ‘fall’ chord occurs only twice in the Festival Te Deum setting -a t the 
commencement of the word “comforter” and on the word “blood” -is surely not purely 
coincidental, any more than the connection of the concepts was coincidental in the earlier Te 
Deum setting. Despite the contrasts Britten employed in his Festival Te Deum, which tend to 
work against cross-referencing from one discrete section to another, Britten still significantly 
connected these two phrases musically. The comfort which Britten could once take from the 
notion of a human sacrifice (and celebrate symbolically in Holy Communion) had been 
replaced by a retreat from the spiritual value such a gesture could offer. It was coloured by a 
personal disgust at the waste of human life,^ "^  all too vividly illustrated in the tragedy of an 
ongoing war. Britten’s two settings of the Te Deum speak a truth about the state of his 
Christian belief as clearly (perhaps more so) as any public or private statement he was 
occasionally moved to make.
The personal dimension to the Festival Te Deum is not ultimately contributory to its non­
cathedral character (at least at the time of its composition). It is the rhythmic liveliness and the 
oblique references to jazz-style which do this. As construction, its taut design may well have 
impressed Stanford. Its energy may also have impressed (this is church music well out of the 
groove) but the altogether secular feel must have seemed rather radical, subversive even, to 
Tradition-conscious conservatives.
Jubilate Deo in E-flat
Written as a companion piece for the Te Deum in C in 1934, the Jubilatein E-flat was not 
published until 1984 under the editorship of Rosamund Strode. The inscription on the 
autograph “Written for Maurice Vinden & the Choir of St Mark’s N. Audley St, London” is 
identical to that on the Te Deum in although no performance of the 1934 Jubilate was 
recorded before 1984. Through diaiy entries it is known that Britten attended church regularly 
during his time of study at the Royal College of Music in London. St Mark’s was one of 
several churches he visited frequently. It was here that Britten would have heard the central 
Anglican church music repertoire performed by a proficient choir directed by a highly 
regarded choirmaster (whose credentials have already been presented -see chapter Villa).
Britten was to write in his Statement to the Local Tribunal fo r  the Registration o f  Conscientious Objectors “I 
cannot destroy, and feel it my duty to avoid helping to destroy as far as I am able, human life”, Britten 1942/ed. 
Kildea 2003, p. 40.
Not reproduced in the 1984 publication.
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Although it was not a cathedral choir, St Mark’s choir, according to contemporary accounts, 
was fully the match of a cathedral choir and Britten would have had plenty of opportunity to 
judge the effectiveness of the cathedral repertoire and absorb its aesthetic.
One of the issues Britten had to address as he began to compose for commercial gain was the 
performance practicality of his music:
Britten had little experience in making his music readily performable or well suited to 
a particular ensemble. Most of his juvenilia was written for his own technical 
development rather than for immediate performance.
Kildea 2002, p. 20.
After the problems Britten experienced in trying to get performances of his early choral pieces 
at the RCM^^, not to mention the extensive rehearsals and anxieties surrounding the first 
performance ofvf Boy was Born (1933) (see Mitchell and Reed 1991, esp. pp. 307-326), 
Britten recognised all too clearly the prudence of being, as Kildea states “closely aware of the 
relationship between music and its exponents” (2002, p. 22). The fi*uits of this realism can be 
detected not only in the two liturgical pieces of 1934 but also in the commercial viability of 
the Simple Symphony (1934) and Friday Afternoons (1935).
By composing the two settings for the office of Matins in two different keys (the Jubilate in 
E-flat, the Te Deum in C f^  Britten appeared to be challenging the example of Stanford who 
united the diverse settings in his services by key; a convention generally followed by other 
composers. Britten was clearly intent on deliberately avoiding this, although pitching the 
related canticles a third apart was a characteristic Britten ploy.
The 1934 Jubilate mirrors its Te Deum companion in the initial extended prolongation of the 
tonic from bar 1 to 50, which constitutes just over a third of the length of the piece. As if  to 
underline the point, just under half of these bars (24 to be precise) are underpinned by an E- 
flat pedal-point. The tonal scheme of the Jubilate in E-flat too is closely allied to that of the 
Te Deum in C, -Tonic -  Submediant -  Tonic, with the Submediant appearing in both major
The failure o f the Royal College o f Music to provide a choir good enough to perform Britten’s two choral 
psalms (in 1933) has become a part o f Britten folklore as has Frank Bridge’s provocative retort that it was up to 
the RCM to have a chorus good enough. See Kennedy 1981, p. 11.
Curiously, on the manuscript o f Britten’s Jubilate o f 1961 (in C major) there follows a brief sketch which is 
probably the beginning a Te Deum for organ and SATB choir intended to form part o f the music for an 
abandoned project to compose the complete music for the office o f Matins for St George’s Chapel, Windsor. The 
sketch is in E-flat, thus reversing the tonal scheme of the liturgical pair of pieces written for St Mark’s, North 
Audley Street, London.
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and minor. This scheme appears rather uncharacteristically unadventurous. The prolongation 
of D major (bars 93-103) is, however, an enterprising digression.^^
The Jubilate in E-flat was written three weeks after the Te Deum in C and in some ways seeks 
to emulate the latter’s musical manner not only by its reliance on pedal-points but by its 
careful husbanding of limited musical material; virtually the whole composition is built up of 
phrases derived from either the opening organ fanfare or the first choral entry. The Jubilate in 
E-flat even uses a motto (a mordent) as a unifying device which is, however, less obtrusively 
employed than it was in the Te Deum in C and is effective in augmentation (bars 109, 115-6, 
and 137-8). Elsewhere, Britten’s self-conscious economy results in some parsimonious 
writing; for example, the imitative entries between bars 78 and 92. The rising passage in 
thirds (two treble parts), interrupted twice by the mordent motto slowed to minim pulse, 
leading to a climax on D major, which occurs over this, is, however, effectively conceived. 
The coda (bars 127-41) is, unlike much of this Jubilate, characteristic of Britten. The choir 
repeat in unison a cadencing-phrase (dominant to tonic, the latter ornamented with the 
mordent) four times, three times wittily undermined by the harmony of the organ 
accompaniment; harmonies Ü7,vi7, then, unexpectedly, flat II+9 in bar 133. The three-beat 
silence after the proclamation “world without end” is surely a further example of Britten 
punning on a text. The proto-typical church cadence, the plagal cadence, is parodied in the 
organ accompaniment in the final three bars when IV-I is corrupted to IV +7+1 l-I.
Britten’s early Jubilate in E-flat adds little to his reputation either as a composer generally or 
as a composer of liturgical music. Its ideas seem laboured and their working-out mundane. 
These faults might have passed unnoticed in the repertoire of Anglican church music but for 
Britten’s rather blatant use of harmonies uncharacteristic of the style, and the rather heavy- 
handed jerky rhythm which is surprisingly ineffective on the organ and a rare instance of 
Britten’s miscalculation of the instrument’s capabilities. The composition lies awkwardly 
between the conventional and the novel and, had Britten wished to salvage it, he would 
probably have had to have undertaken quite drastic revision. It comes as no surprise that 
Britten showed no desire to revive his 1934 Jubilate, particularly when in 1961 he wrote a 
new setting which captured so appositely the spirit of the text and was structurally sound.
28 Britten was to exploit leading-tone prolongation in the Wedding Anthem, see chapter Villa.
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Jubilate Deo in C (SATB and Organ)
Venite exultemus Domino (SATB and Organ)
Britten received an official letter commissioning what was to become the War Requiem in 
November 1960 but had already been unofficially approached in 1958 as plans for the 
consecration of Coventry’s new cathedral were under way. Between 1958 and 1962, when the 
War Requiem was completed, Britten was absorbed in writing many important works: Missa 
Brevis (1959), A Midsummer Night’s Dream (1960), Sonata in C for cello and Piano (1961). 
Another large project was also in Britten’s mind in 1961.
As a result of a request by HRH The Duke of Edinburgh, Britten made a bold proposal; to 
write for St George’s Chapel, Windsor, a setting of the offices of Matins and Evensong.^^ In 
the event, the project was never seen through and Britten completed only two morning 
canticle settings: the Jubilate Deo in C, published in 1961, and the Venite exultemus Domino, 
published in 1983 after his death.
These two short canticle settings are the only liturgical pieces Britten wrote specifically for a 
church with Cathedral Tradition practices.^® It is from these compositions alone that one must 
form an opinion about Britten’s approach to writing specifically for the Cathedral Tradition.
Britten was always keen to learn from previous musical models and to “know how someone 
else had got there” as he expressed it in a radio interview in 1969, by using a simile involving 
journeys and maps (see Kildea 2003, p. 329). A clear ‘map’ for Britten’s Jubilate in C is 
Stanford’s Magnificat in G, op. 81^ * (1900?) which has been mentioned earlier. Both pieces 
employ rapid right-hand figuration in the service of a picturesque characterisation. Stanford 
appears to attempt to depict the Virgin, musing as she works at a spinning wheel. Dibble 
pointed to the Lieder inspiration and Stanford’s organ-part 8^^-note figuration “which 
immediately recalls the imagery of Schubert’s ‘Gretchen am Spinnrade’” (2002, p. 352). 
Britten’s setting, on the other hand, appears to depict a light-hearted game involving much 
energetic running and skipping. Both Britten’s and Stanford’s settings have similar lacunae, 
where the illustrative organ figuration stops but leaves the impression of continuing inaudibly, 
whilst the choir continue to sing in soft homophony. Both Stanford’s and Britten’s settings 
hint at parody (in a positive manner) and both unashamedly make secular musical references.
Graham Elliott (2006, pp. 85-88) gives an account o f the history o f the project.
Officially described as A Royal Peculiar (or peculiar), St George’s Chapel enjoys a round o f choral services 
the equal o f English cathedrals.
There is no published documentaiy evidence for Britten’s acquaintance o f Stanford’s G major Evening 
Service.
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In seeking a model for his cathedral music, it was typical of Britten to look to earlier, rather 
than contemporary models for inspiration; Britten’s Jubilate is distinctly un-Howellsian but 
is, mutatis mutandis, Stanford-like.
The tonal scheme of Britten’s Jubilate in C looks, on the surface, as uneventful as his earlier 
E-flat Jubilate but is, in fact, even less adventurous. It is, essentially, a prolongation of the 
Tonic alone (ex. IX.4). This, however, makes the two ornamental excursions in bar 38 and 91 
(to E Major and D-sharp minor respectively) even more telling, demonstrating once again that 
with Britten it was often the placing and pacing of simple harmonic events that fed the drama 
of his music rather than the invention of over-elaborate harmonic strategies. Both ornaments 
are unfoldings of the interval of a third -C to E, C to D-sharp (E-flat) -which is the motif- 
interval of Britten’s Jubilate (exemplified by the main choral theme). The second unfolding 
(from D-sharp to C) includes the chord vi643/sharpened-ii; a tiny prolongation of the harmony 
ii7/sharpened-ii. Because of this unusual harmonic digression, the pedal voice sounds pitches 
F-sharp to C, which may be a reference to the same motto interval of the War Requiem which 
must have been exercising Britten’s mind whilst he was composing the Jubilate. Whilst the 
middleground is uneventful (remarkable so), the foreground is alive with invention. The organ 
accompaniment, which may be likened to both a toccata and hornpipe, utilises motives 
suggestive of the ringing of small bells.^  ^The opening (bars 1-5) is serendipitous (i.e. non- 
systematic) in its juxtaposition of three motifs: a scalar semiquaver run, the leap of a 4* and 
the leap of the 5^ .^ The capricious spirit this conveys easily allows expansions and 
contractions of bar lengths which are governed by the length of vocal phrases expanding and 
contracting in response to the text; a preferential treatment of it typical of Tradition practice. 
There is a hint of hétérophonie texture in much of the choral writing which is perhaps, as 
Elliott observes (2006, p. 87), partly influenced by Britten’s interest in gamelan music. 
Doubled as this is in the organ left-hand, it captures uncannily, the effect of the decay of 
undampened bells.
Twice in ûiQ Jubilate, Britten imitates Anglican chant: bars 38-58, and 91-105. Here, the choir 
sings chant-like music in homophonie blocks. Even the natural reciting rhythm (which Britten 
actually writes out in full), which is designed to give the psalm-text its correct rhetorical flow, 
is captured. This is clearly a parody; the rather laboriously mechanical triplets and the static 
harmony rather lampoon the style. This, together with the scherzo interruptions from the
There are some superficial resemblances between the opening o f the Jubilate and music which Britten actually 
wrote for bells, handbells, in Noye's Fludde (1958). The semiquaver scale runs (usually occurring at the end o f  
the bar) are common to both.
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organ between phrases of Anglican chant, though structurally very satisfying (it is as if the 
organ-toccata has never been absent, only inaudible) is audaciously witty.^^
In the Anglican office of Matins, the Jubilate is preceded by both the Te Deum and the Venite 
exultemus Domino. Composers nearly always compose a Te Deum and Jubilate as a set (and, 
particularly following Stanford’s practice, usually in the same key) for the office. Britten may 
have intended writing a Te Deum for Windsor. Graham Elliott has written
The manuscript of the 1961 Jubilate in C major is accompanied by a sketch for the 
beginning of a piece for choir and organ in the key of E fiat major. Like much of 
Britten’s other liturgical music the voice parts begin in octaves and there is a strongly 
rhythmic accompaniment figure of rapid descending scales. It is assumed to be the 
start of the Te Deum for Windsor, which got no further than this sketch.
Elliott 2007 p. 88
Much less common is the composing of a setting of the Venite, this normally being sung to an 
Anglican chant. Britten’s intention to write a complete office, including psalm chants, 
probably accounts for the curious style of his Venite exultemus Domino. This is not, however, 
a chant any regular Anglican musician could have conceived; it challenges, in a way probably 
only an outsider could come upon, so many of the conventions established in the tradition of 
chanting. At the same time it could only have been written by a composer who had a thorough 
acquaintance with the style.
The standard Anglican chant has a set formula: A simple melody made up of two phrases, 
comprising the metre 4:6, harmonised homophonically in four parts. (A double chant has four 
phrases with the metre 4:6 4:6.) The singing of a psalm to a chant (which is repeated for each 
verse if it is a single chant or every other verse if it is a double chant) is accomplished by 
‘pointing’ the text, indicating which notes of the chant have to be recited upon and which 
sung more fiowingly. Most chants begin and end on the tonic (only exceptionally beginning 
or ending on the dominant) and most are customarily accompanied on the organ throughout. 
The organist occasionally colours the more poetic or dramatic images in a psalm (sung 
preferably to the King James’ Bible translation 1611) with registration effects, adding 
descants or varying the harmonisation in the occasional unison verses. Britten challenges, in 
one way or another, all these features:
Perhaps Britten was still fascinated with the character o f Puck; the opera Midsummer Night’s Dream  had only 
been completed the year before (1960).
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• Britten’s chant doesn’t have two or four phrases but nine.
• Britten’s chant isn’t repeated exactly (some harmonies and the melody are altered 
on its repetition -compare Britten’s phrase 3, verse one with phrase 4, verse two, 
for example.
• Britten replaces pointing by specifying the rhythm for the delivery of the text 
which is written out. Some recitative is retained.
• None of Britten’s chant phrases begin on the tonic, C major.
• The organ is only used to supply the opening chords of each verse which are sung 
a cappella. The organ accompanies the final ‘Amen’.
• There is only limited scope for organ colouring; however, Britten does specify a 
wide range of dynamics ppp -  f f .
The Venite comprises thirteen verses (including the doxology); Britten redistributes these 
(grouping verses one to five and six to eleven together and retaining the doxology as a unit) 
and creates three super-verses, the first containing nine phrases, the second eleven, and the 
third five. Although all the phrases (except for phrase three of verse two) end on the tonic, C 
major, beginnings of phrases are pitched away fi*om the tonic, sometimes at a considerable 
harmonic distance:
Phrase Verse one Verse two Verse three (doxoloev)
Phrase 1: E major, root position E major, root pos. E major, root pos.
Phrase 2: A-flat major, first inversion A-flat major, T* inv. E major, root pos.
Phrase 3: B major, root position B major, root pos. E major, root pos.
Phrase 4: E-flat major, root position B major, root pos. F minor, root pos.
Phrase 5: F-sharp major, root position E-flat major, root pos. F minor, root pos.
Phrase 6: F-sharp minor, root position F-sharp major, root pos.
Phrase 7: F minor, root position F-sharp minor, root pos.
Phrase 8: D-sharp minor, root position G-sharp minor, 2”‘^ inv.
Phrase 9; E minor, root position F minor, root
Phrase 10: D-sharp minor, root pos.
Phrase 11 : E-minor, root pos.
Britten employs no system to govern the order of the opening phrase chords nor shows any 
inclination to explore all twelve chromatic keys.^ "^  He does, however, group the major triads 
together in the opening half of the verses and minor triads in the closing half. In verses one
34 See footnote 56, chapter Villa.
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and two the change from major to minor pivots on F-sharp, as if symbolising a journey from 
light to dark. The mode shift is made in reverse between verses. In the doxology, Britten 
pivots on pitch G-sharp/A-flat. Each new triad offers the composer an opportunity to explore 
different pathways back to where all the verses end, on the tonic C major. Britten, according 
to John Bridcut (2006), had “a love of mathematical conundrums” which “infused much of his 
music. He liked to set himself challenges, and proceed to overcome them” (p. 22). In his 
setting of the Venite, Britten does appear to be solving a musical puzzle with each verse 
beginning at a different tonal entrance to a labyrinth whose centre is What stimulated the 
puzzle here is difficult to establish; nothing in the text (a common source of stimulation for 
such punning) provides an obvious key. Britten was evidently eager to alleviate the monotony 
of regular Anglican chants by keeping away from the tonic at the start of each verse.
Britten’s traversals from the opening chords of each phrase back to C major fall into two basic 
types. One involves the stepwise motion of the bass (for example the first phrase and third of 
verse one). The other involves motions in the bass which correspond to those typical in tonal 
progressions (for example, the second phrase of verse one, which includes a descending fifth 
followed by an ascending fourth and the seventh phrase of verse one, which includes the 
descending fifth). The harmonies ‘realized’ over both these bass motions are sometimes 
unconventional and bear resemblance to an unskilled continue player unable to produce 
smooth progressions over the given unfigured bass. This unorthodoxy supports an equally 
curious melody.
Britten’s traversal of F-sharp major to C major naturally arouses interest because of Britten’s 
preparations for the War Requiem in which the F-sharp/C relationship is crucial. In fact, in the 
Venite, the way back to C from F-sharp is accomplished with remarkable simplicity: a simple 
voice-led slide, c-sharp2 falling to c-natural2 in the treble, f-sharp falling to e in the bass.
There is certainly no complicated working out in the transition and nothing to foreshadow the 
psychological charge the War Requiem would give to the polarity between F-sharp and C. 
Perhaps the scale of the Venite was too small to enable Britten the space he needed to work
In 1962 Britten wrote an arrangement o f the folk song The Twelve Apostles for solo voice, unison chorus and 
piano. Britten seized on the ‘twelve’ to play out a musical pun. The twelve verses begin with a piano flourish; 
the bass tone is different for each verse so that all 12 chromatic pitches are used. Here again, there is no 
structured ordering to the progression o f these bass tones but the first is D, the tonic and the twelfth is f-sharp, 
the mediant.
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out anything complicated. There is no reason to suspect that either key area contained any 
symbol in the Venite?^
The simplest and plainest traversal in Britten’s Venite is the one between F minor and C 
major; a basic iv-I. (But even here, the imaginary continue player botches the realization of 
the bass tone g.) The final “Amen” is an expanded version of this progression.
The Venite is a singular composition and an enigmatic one. Since Britten failed to complete 
all the music for the offices of Matins and Evensong for Windsor, it is probable that its 
oddities (the obsessive attraction to C major, for example) can never fully be explained or 
understood. As it stands, its liturgical value rests more in the critique it implies of traditional 
Anglican psalm-chanting than as a vehicle for conveying the text of a familiar canticle. 
Though musically intriguing, it is difficult to see beyond its bewildering quirkiness.
As in the majority of Britten’s liturgical music, the Jubilate in C and Venite offers not a 
rejection of Tradition, in these cases Cathedral Tradition, but an unconventional pathway into 
it and through it. Characteristically, Britten found his inspiration from the past (over one 
hundred and fifty years in the past) rather than from the present. Viewed as Howells viewed 
the Cathedral Tradition, with a welcome reticence and a slow moving grandeur, Britten’s way 
was distinctly un-Traditional, with overtly playful music and a conundrum. Viewed as 
Stanford viewed it -trying to write “outside the groove” -Britten’s Jubilate Deo in C clearly 
attempts to belong, on the same terms as Stanford, by utilising structural and illustrative 
devices from secular contexts, but with knowledge of cathedral protocol preventing a step too 
far in the secular direction. If the Venite displays signs of discomfiture, these were probably a 
pretty good mirror of the discomfiture Britten experienced writing for a church milieu he 
never found congenial. Britten was, at heart, a Low-Churchman brought up in the less formal 
atmosphere of a coastal parish church.
The F-sharp/C transition in the Venite is, however, reminiscent o f the same traversal in reverse found in the 
opera Gloriana (1953)..The two tonal regions represent contrasting groups (C major, flattering towns-folk, F- 
sharp major, a grateful Queen), but groups intent upon pleasing the other, not conflicting with each other. There 
is a highly tentative but none the less fascinating connection between the Venite C- F-sharp-C sequence and the 
same chord sequence in Gloriana: in the Venite, verse 4 the choir sing the phrase “and shew ourselves glad in 
him with psalms” ending on C. Their next phrase is “For the Lord is a great God” starting on F-sharp. In 
Gloriana, the semi-choms o f ‘Masques’ have been singing their choral-dances, their “tokens” of love (psalms) 
ending on C. The Queen (who is Great, a goddess) commences her singing in F-sharp. Robin Holloway wrote 
“The Choral dances [the final one o f which provides the C major ending], pale as a concert-piece, spring to life 
in the operatic context; if  their only role were to induce the wondrous chord o f F sharp major with which, as they 
close [the Queen] rises to express her thanks, they would not have lived in vain.” (1994, p. 40). The musical 
conflict invested in the two tonal areas in War Requiem appears to have no connection to the Venite.
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In the attempt to be sure and not miss something significant in the Venite exultemus Domino it 
is probable to read far too much into it. It appears experimental. The actual sounds Britten has 
captured couldn’t be more cathedral-like; in fact, it is the most cathedral-like piece of all of 
Britten liturgical music. In it the organist can operate swell boxes and even employ full-swell 
for the fortissimo. The delayed pedal voice, brought in at the end of crescendo or diminuendo, 
ready to thrill (or “titivate” as Howells admitted) by the adding a 32 foot flue or reed, is an 
habitual cathedral organist’s ploy. Common major and minor triads are scored for the choir so 
that their klang can be savoured.^^ This is a cherished characteristic of Howells’s ‘Cathedral 
Style’. In another way too, Britten’s Venite exultemus Domino resembles Howells’s style; 
there is an acute sensitivity to the acoustic of a cathedral-like building.^^ Without doubt, 
Britten’s piece plays with the phenomenon of echo and exploits the colour which is attained 
when harmonies merge together. Yet whilst these cathedral elements can be identified, 
Britten’s Venite exultemus Domino remains, deliberately perhaps, unauthentic.
Missa Brevis in D
The only work Britten composed for a cathedral choir (boy choristers) was not for an 
Anglican cathedral, but for the Roman Catholic Cathedral in Westminster, London. The Missa 
Brevis (1959) differs fi*om Britten’s Anglican music in its sustained serious intensity and in its 
setting of Latin. The Latin was prescribed by liturgical circumstance. The serious intensity 
can perhaps be explained by the solemn nature of the Roman Eucharistie rite and the strong 
atmosphere of supernatural power which sincere Catholics still believe attends it. Bridcut 
(2006) finds that although “on the face of it, a more orthodox piece for the Church.. .[Britten] 
managed to smuggle into the chancel much of [his] secular experience” (p. 129-30). Given the 
circumstances of its composition, it is somewhat ironic that Missa Brevis is the single piece of 
Britten’s liturgical music which has been found to fit most comfortably within the Anglican 
Cathedral Tradition, despite its Latin text. This might demonstrate that Anglicans, from the 
second half of the twentieth century, are more sensitive to musical style than to language; they 
are more receptive to subtle shades of musical emphasis than they are wary of Roman 
incursions. The Anglican cathedral acceptance of Missa Brevis suggests which musical
James Hepokoski’s definition o f Klang (one o f his ‘reassessed compositional principles’) is: “the palpability o f  
the sound-object itself ...as a primary expressive and structural element.” (1993, p.28)
Recordings of the choir of St George’s Chapel, Windsor, accompanied by the organ and made on location, 
capture an acoustic with a notable echo. The organ has a power and range equal to many English cathedral 
instruments.
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features it relied upon to sustain a Tradition. It was the absence of these in Britten’s other 
liturgical works which meant they were less favourably received there.
As a result of reading Concerning the Eccentricities o f Cardinal Pirelli by Ronald Firbank, 
(1926), Britten wrote in his diary on 19 January 1937
The stuffy sensual atmosphere of these Sanctuaries moves me a lot - 1 feel that it 
wouldn’t take much to turn me R.[oman] C.[atholic]. They are so incredibly peaceful, 
so absolutely divorced from realities. But then in days like these, with threats of war, 
conscription on every side, one is terribly inclined to become defeatist & escapist.
Ed. J Evans 2009, pp. 403-4
Earlier, in 1936 a visit to the monastery of Montserrat in Barcelona moved the composer 
deeply. The combination of the architecture, the atmosphere “in semi-darkness” caused him to 
write in his diary (24 April) “It is difficult not to believe in the supernatural when in a place 
like this” (ibid., p. 349). Whilst on a working holiday in Venice in the early months of 1964 
Britten informed William Plomer,^^ in a letter of February 15*^ , that “the Gothic beauty & 
warmth, and above all the occasional Masses one attended, began to make their effect” (ed. 
Reed and Cooke 2010, p. 558). It is clear that Britten was still very sensitive and responsive to 
the particular atmosphere and drama of Catholic ceremonial. Britten, it seems, was especially 
attracted by the robing-ritual he witnessed in the church of San Giorgio Maggiore (see 
Carpenter 1992, p. 426) which inspired a similar ritual in the Church Parable Curlew River 
(1964). Britten also enjoyed some close fiiendships with several Catholics throughout his life: 
Lennox Berkeley, Alec Robertson, George Malcolm, Ralph Downes, and the Roman Catholic 
priest in Aldeburgh, Father Jolly. All of them must have contributed to Britten’s 
understanding of the differences between his own Low-Church protestant background and 
their religious experiences. But none of these lures (not the titillatingly prurient episodes of 
Firbank’s book, the powerful stimulant of the sense of the supernatural which is often more 
pronounced in Roman Catholic practices, the sombre ceremony on display nor the persuasion 
of friendship) actually caused Britten to convert to Rome, although it is unlikely that Britten 
ever abandoned a certain curiosity about it."^ ^
When Britten came to compose his Missa Brevis for the choir of Westminster Cathedral he 
would certainly have known a good deal about the liturgical circumstances of its presentation.
The librettist for Britten’s Church Parables the first o f which, Curlew River, Britten was working on during 
this holiday in Venice.
Beth Britten was certainly aware of her brother’s attraction to Roman Catholicism. She wrote “At one tim e... 
the Roman Catholic church attracted him: I think he felt that their religion seemed more alive than did our 
Church o f England; and he considered their music better.” (1986, p. 200).
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But it was not the opportunity to compose a work for the Roman Catholic liturgy in a 
cathedral which provided the most stimulation; it was the opportunity to write for a boys’ 
choir which sang, Britten wrote, “with a brilliance and authority which was staggering” 
(Britten 1959/Carpenter 1992, p. 390).
The Missa Brevis has attracted much critical comment. Evans’s analytical exposition of the 
work (1979) is unlikely to be bettered."^* For the most part, attention has centred on Britten’s 
quarrying of motives for the work: from the plainchant intonation to the Gloria, the use of a 
twelve-tone theme in the Sanctus, and his singularly inventive use of the organ and the 
exploitation of the peculiar sonorities of boys’ voices, at least, the sound boys produce when 
subjected to the type of training cultivated by Malcolm at Westminster Cathedral. Although it 
is often cited as an outstanding example of Britten’s understanding of boys’ voices"^ ,^ the 
Missa Brevis does not easily fall into the same category of music Britten wrote for children 
otherwise, for example Noye’s Fludde (1958) ov Psalm 150 (1962). The probable explanation 
is that Britten regarded the Westminster Cathedral boys as professionals as opposed to the 
youthful performers of the other pieces. Whilst undeniably written iox young voices the 
seriousness of tone makes it a closer relative to the music of Miles in the opera The Turn o f  
the Screw (1954)."^  ^The forthright knowingness of the incantations of the opening Kyrie for 
example, suggest the singers have the stain of great sin for which to atone. The Agnus Dei 
appears experience laden, as if the singers knew personally the agonies of Gethsemane. These 
attributes cannot be explained alone by the attraction Britten had for the unusual tonal 
qualities cultivated at Westminster Cathedral. Britten’s Missa Brevis is not simply written for 
the voice of a normal boy; there is undercurrent of adult understanding. The choristers are as 
much agents of grown-ups’ emotions as Miles and Flora. "^  ^In Britten’s mind, at least, this 
seemed to be the opposite of what he was attempting to represent with boys’ voices in the 
War Requiem, despite the fact that both works were written within three years of each other.
Michael Kennedy wrote “Professor Evans’s analysis nearly takes longer to read than the work does to be 
performed, which gives some idea o f the concentrated nature o f Britten’s invention.” (1981 p. 219).
Hans Keller maintained that Britten’s “conquest of new musical territory so far as the use o f children’s voices 
in and out of the opera house was concerned” was a dimension o f Britten’s homosexuality (ed. Herbert 1979, p. 
xxv).
Arnold Whittall has pointed out an important musical connection between the Missa Brevis and The Turn o f  
the Screw. “The prominent fourths o f the [twelve-tone] set [in the Sanctus] inevitably recall The Turn o f  the 
5crew” (1982 p. 178).
In The Golden Vanity (1966) adulthood is not quite achieved because, as the subtitle suggests (A Vaudeville), 
an atmosphere o f play is retained. In the gritty Children’s Crusade (1969), however, the drama (reinforced by a 
dark score) imposes adulthood upon its young cast.
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Alec Robertson wrote
When writing my note for the first performance I spoke of the boys’ choir, always 
marked ‘distant’, as a ‘celestial sound’ but Britten told me he felt that this was rather 
‘Walt-Disneyish’: and could I introduce the word ‘innocent’.../^ I therefore changed 
what I had written into ‘an innocent sound from afar’ and this he liked.
Robertson 1968/Allen 2002, p. 255
It would have been much harder for Britten to have convinced Robertson that ‘innocent’ was 
an appropriate adjective to use in a note on the Missa Brevis. In another sense, the Missa 
Brevis and War Requiem appear poised on opposite sides of a critical divide. Britten’s Missa 
Brevis is a straightforward statement; it relishes and fully dramatises the supplication and 
latrian elements of the rite and its accompanying ceremonial and is, in this sense, entirely 
echt. The War Requiem is far from being a straightforward statement. More recent critical 
commentary (e.g. Allen 2002) has sensed in War Requiem a cynical dismissal of the 
established church’s impotency and attitude to war evoked in the deliberately forced 
grandiose settings of the Latin Mass;"^  ^it sees the War Requiem not only as an anti-war piece, 
but an anti-church piece too. In the light of this, Britten’s negotiation with Robertson over the 
use of the word ‘innocent’ is particularly revealing. Britten seemed determined to secure for 
‘his boys’ a ‘not guilty’ verdict even if the other performers’ singing of the Mass text was 
contaminated with guilt.
Since Britten was already thinking about the War Requiem whilst writing the Missa Brevis^^ 
it is interesting to discover the number of musical parallels between them despite their 
potentially opposing outlooks:
John Bridcut (2006) devotes a whole chapter to Britten’s attraction to boys’ voices and ascribes attributes as 
diverse as “disembodied purity and innocence”, “seductiveness”, “unsettling other-worldliness and “earthy 
cockiness” presented in Britten’s music (p. 126).
The stylistic musical differentiations between the setting of the Mass and the Owen poetry, as part o f the 
scenario o f the War Requiem, have been convincingly written about by Cooke (1996) and Allen (2002) although 
they draw different conclusions as to what scenario is being played out.
Although the composition draft o f the War Requiem was not complete until December 1961, the project had 
been in Britten’s mind as early as October 1958. It was Britten’s custom to plan (i.e. think and even sketch out a 
scheme) large-scale works considerably in advance o f actually writing any music.
Imogen Holst reports that “The Missa Brevis in D  ...was written in a few days, but he had been thinking about 
it for more than six months” (ed. Palmer 1984, p. 46).
General links
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Missa Brevis
“anticipates the sound-world of the 
War Requiem...QspQcidiWy in the plangent 
writing for treble voices and a mystical 
sensibility which, while enhancing the 
liturgical texts, also seems to stand 
outside them”"^^
Boys' voices with organ accompaniment 
Remote boys’ choir 
Pseudo-archaic idiom 
Bells, imitation - “alter bells”^^
War Requiem
Boys' voices with organ accompaniment 
Remote boys’ choir 
Pseudo-archaic idiom 
Bells, ‘real’ (i.e. tubular-bells)
Specific features in individual movements of the Missa Brevis linked to movements of the 
War Requiem (rehearsal numbers shown in brackets)
Missa Brevis
Kyrie: C-natural/F-sharp conjunction 
Kyrie: four-note organ up-beat flourishs 
Gloria: F sharp maj/D maj conjunction 
Sanctus: Twelve-tone collection^^ 
Sanctus: in D maj
Sanctus: Chaotic voices “Pleni sunt caeli’ 
Benedictus: ‘Pizzicato’ bass 
Agnus Dei: five-beat metre 
Agnus Dei: interval content of main 
theme
Agnus Dei: “the urgently insistent 
‘Dona nobis pacem”^^
War Requiem
C-natural/F-sharp idée fixe  of the War Requiem 
Sanctus (87): four-note brass up-beat flourish 
Sanctus (87): D maj/F sharp maj conjunction 
Sanctus (85): Twelve-tone mêlée 
Sanctus (87): in D maj
Sanctus (85): Chaotic voices “Pleni sunt caeli”^^  
Benedictus (89+2): pizzicato bass 
Agnus Dei: five-beat metre 
Libera me: interval content of main 
theme
Requiem Aetemam: ‘the urgently insistent’ 
“Requiem, requiem 
aetemam”.
The emotional intensity of the Missa Brevis is one of the work’s most original features. There 
is rarely any relaxing of the tension so palpably established in the opening passionate phrases 
of the first section, Kyrie; even the gentle carolling (almost reminiscent o f^  Ceremony o f  
Carols) of the concluding clauses of “Kyrie eleison”, where the three voices sing in harmony 
(bar 9-11 and 31-3) is intensified by the sustained C-sharp major triad sounding behind it. The 
manuals-only accompaniment adds to the atmosphere of mystery and to the impression of
Allen in ed. Cooke 1999, p. 288.49
Palmer in ed. Palmer, 1984, n. p. 81.
“providing an apt symbol for ‘Pleni sunt caeli et terra gloria tua’”, Evans 1979, p. 439.
Stephen Allen (2002) sees this twelve-tone universe presented by “free-choral chanting...sung by humanity in 
the mass” (p. 290) as exemplifying Britten’s ambiguous relationship to the Christian spiritual values which are 
extolled in the Latin mass but undermined by the “challenge to Scriptural authority via [Wilfred] Owen’s 
poems”, (ibid.)
Ed. Palmer 1984, p. 339.
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disembodied voices. The pedals are reserved for the beginning of the Gloria, anchoring it to 
the earth (“in terra pax”).
The plainchant intonation used is from Mass XV -  the Ordinary for the Commemorations and 
Ferias of the Christmas season. Since the Missa Brevis was neither written for nor first 
performed in the Christmas season, Britten must have chosen the plainchant intonation solely 
on musical grounds.^"  ^It is not so surprising that the organ writing in the Gloria has 
resemblances to the Prelude of Britten’s solo organ work Prelude and fugue on a theme o f  
Vittoria (1946) since both were derived from a plainchant sources (a highly stylised musical 
type).^^ The solo organ work moves at a much slower tempo (appropriate for the ceremonial 
entry of a Bishop) but the pedal figuration (organised into groups of five tones as in the 
Gloria), the organ-texture and the interplay between the pedal and manual are conceptually 
very similar.
It is easy to overlook the fact that Britten’s Gloria is basically plainchant forced to move at a 
great pace and with great energy; but the style of the left-hand supporting harmony (between 
bars 20-29 for example) provides clear evidence. It is very similar to the plainchant 
accompaniments supplied in many British hymnbooks,^^ See ex.IX.5, J H Arnold’s 
accompaniment to Crux Fidelis, no. 737 in The English Hymnal (1933). Britten’s dissonance 
quotient is much higher than Arnold’s, but the governing principles of plainchant 
accompaniment (as laid out by J. H. Arnold in the preface of The English Hymnal) coincide:
Anything in the nature of a heavy accompaniment tends to cloud and clog the supple 
movement of the voices. Lightness of texture, or even delicacy, should mark the organ part 
rather than weight; this by no means implies that the accompaniment need be dull. The 16- 
ft. pedal should be used only sparingly, and seldom if ever when accompanying sopranos 
or chanters alone.
Ed. Dearmer and Vaughan Williams 1906/1933, xix
Arnold does not specify a rate of chord change or which notes to treat as non-chordal tones 
but his accompaniments demonstrate (as do Britten’s) that, to ensure a good flow of melody, 
many tones have to be treated as ornamental in relation to the underlying chords.
Britten once again finds much pabulum in the trichord 0 ,2 , 5 with which the plainsong begins and which was 
so finitful as the main motive in A Boy was Born (see chapter X).
The opening notes o f the organ work, g, e, g, a, are an inversion o f the trichord 0 ,2 , 5.
An account of the revival o f plainchant singing in England is given by John Harper in Strength fo r  Service, ed. 
Luff 2005, pp 161-190.
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The organ introduction to the Sanctus resembles a demonstration to a novice of the function 
of combination pistons by operating them whilst holding down a chord. Britten may have 
come upon the idea from just such a demonstration.^^
The much discussed twelve-note theme at the beginning of the Sanctus is not subject to 
transpositions so remains ‘in D’ throughout the movement. The special property of the theme 
is derived from its symbiosis of both tonal and non-tonal elements. Although touching all 
twelve semitones -which Allen (2002) argues Britten uses to “symbolize an ‘alT or a 
‘cosmos’, a complete universe” (p. 393) -without favouring any one by repetition, its tonal 
bias is emphasised by beginning on the tonic of D and ending on its dominant, A. At the half­
way point, tone six, F-sharp, the mediant of D major, is sounded. This suggests that the 
employment of a twelve-tone theme was an expansion of Britten’s tonal practice, not a 
substitution for it. The twelve-note theme’s tonal implication is further illuminated when, in 
bars 10-13 of the Sanctus, it functions as a bass to a wholly diatonic melody (in the first treble 
voice). The incidence of consonant intervals between the bass and melody here (eight out of 
the twelve) is as high as if they were a tonally functional pair, and only marginally suppresses 
an acceptable tonal version of the passage, ex. IX.6. However, Britten’s actual realisation (in 
the organ right hand chords and the remaining voice parts) suppresses this tonal background 
further.
The strong tonal background to the twelve-note theme is also underlined by an interesting 
early rough-sketch for the Sanctus which Britten wrote in 1959 on a page from his diary (the 
diary page is reproduced on page 104 of ed. Reed and Cooke 2010). In this sketch, the theme 
already assumes the basic shape that went into the finished work, comprising a predominance 
of the interval of the fourth. However, this sketch presents the theme as an entirely diatonic 
melody in D. The twelve-tone expansion of this basic tonally-shaped melody was obviously a 
later consideration.^^
Arnold Whittall (1982 pp. 177-78) demonstrated that by reordering the 0, 2, 5 trichord 
constructions of the twelve-tone theme and its relationship to the opening theme, the Kyrie 
and Gloria were made clear.
See chapter XI for an account o f Britten’s understanding o f the technical resources o f the organ.
A highly illuminating comment by ed. Reed/Cooke (2010) on Britten’s use o f twelve-tone techniques in his 
song cycle Songs and Proverbs o f  William Blake (1965) is applicable, mutatis mutandis to Missa Brevis: “the 
tension between luminous diatonicism and elusive chromaticism [i.e. that produced by the twelve-tone 
constructions] is exploited throughout the cycle as a potent symbol for the conflict between innocence and 
experience” (p. 670).
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Evans (1979, p. 438) sensed an atmosphere of “levitation” in the Benedictus, a product of the 
non-tonal harmony which prevents the frequently cadencing melodic phrases from actually 
cadencing. It is only when the two solo trebles join each other in the twelfth bar of the 
Benedictus that a stable G major chord (the dominant according to Britten’s key signature) 
appears. This, retrospectively, lends the preceding eleven bars a feel of an extended anacrusis. 
Britten’s favoured Lydian colouring used for conveying the mood of innocence appears to be 
wilfully underplayed; the tonic C major is most likely to be interpreted as the subdominant 
and F-sharp the leading tone. This impression is strengthened by the surrounding D major 
Sanctus and Hosanna which also privileges G major as the key of the Benedictus.
The main vocal theme of the Agnus Dei has a doom-laden atmosphere which it shares with 
the main vocal theme of the Libera me (movement 6) of the War Requiem. It also shares its 
interval content but deploys it differently (see ex. IX.6). Both themes, however, are similarly 
constructed and curve back in on themselves, embryo-like. The organ accompaniment of the 
Agnus Dei conveys powerful expression with minimal means. It is richly coloured by the 
interval of the second. Erwin Stein, as early as 1953, had commented on Britten’s individual 
manipulation of the dissonant interval with his observation that “In Britten’s music the second 
has become beautiful and tender” (1953, p.l41). Had Stein been writing in 1959, it would 
have been necessary for him to have modified this observation to take account of the dark, 
minatory colouring Britten finds in the interval in the Agnus Dei. The minor second dyad has, 
when its lower pitch is positioned a minor third over a bass (the trichord 0, 3, 4), the property 
of providing both the major and minor third in relation to it, a conjunction whose symbolic 
significance to Britten has already been discussed. Of the five pitches which make up the bass 
ostinato of the Agnus Dei, four of them are privileged with this major/minor conjunction; e- 
flat bar 3, c bar 4, F bar 7 and D bar 10. The missing conjunction, C/D-flat over A, is 
materialised in a different way: in bar five, the vocal melodic phrase brings pitches b-sharp 
followed by c-sharpl over the bass tone A to the word “mundi” of the phrase “peccata 
mundi”; “the sins of the world”. The alignment of the text with this musical motif is 
peculiarly significant; it reverses the usual major to minor motion characteristically used by 
Britten to signify crises or “a spiritual diminishment” (Allen 2002, p. 25). The terrifying 
sacrifice promised in the text of the Agnus Dei called for nothing less than this musical 
response from Britten. The cold delivery of “dona nobis pacem” (“Grant us peace”) with 
which the Agnus Dei concludes suggests that the peace which should attend such a sacrifice is 
one that, for Britten at least, was not comforting.
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This presentation of such an essentially unorthodox theology, with the inference that official 
religious ceremony could not reconcile comforting peace with the sacrifice of a saviour, 
required more examination and amplification. Britten provided both in the War Requiem.
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X The English celebration of Christmas and Britten’s Christmas Music
According to the table of seasons in Common Worship (2000) the official celebrations of 
Christmas in the Church of England only comprehend Christmas Day, The First Sunday of 
Christmas and The Second Sunday of Christmas -the Octave of Christmas. Unofficial 
celebrations involving Christmas music, however, comprehend a much longer period of time, 
stretching out over Advent and Epiphany. Recordings and books of Christmas music 
effectively stretch the season over the whole year. Christmas, so far as it concerns music, is 
virtually an unending season.
Traditional Anglican church musicians are sensitive to the Church Year, except where such 
sensitivity is exempt; for example, for offices of Matins and Evensong, where a yearly or 
monthly pericope dictates readings independent of the Church Season. They select, often with 
great care, appropriate anthems and hymns which attempt to capture the shade of emotion and 
meaning which equally sensitive church music composers have also tried to capture. These 
same musicians would, however, find it hard not to yield to the seemingly insatiable 
enthusiasm in England for Christmas music. Hence, they offer an extension to the official 
season by performing Christmas music outside the narrow time frame defined by church 
authority.
It seems to be a season that encourages another form of extension. Secular musical (and, as 
will be shown, literary) influences are deemed more acceptable in Christmas music than 
would normally be tolerated during the rest of the year -a  circumstance more noticeable in the 
cathedral than the parish church for the reasons set out in previous chapters. The current 
chapter provides the historical context for this before examining in detail Britten’s Christmas 
choral music which is suitable for liturgical use.
*  *  *
Christmas celebrations in England have never been able to shrug off, completely, all the 
pagan symbols and practices associated with the season, nor have they shown any special 
determination to do so. Sensibly, the Christian church in England decided to embrace rather 
than try to obliterate these atavistic memories:
Baffled in their efforts to repress what they could not control, the clergy adopted the tactics 
of assimilation. The ancient customs were taken over. The Roman Saturnalia and the 
Calands of the winter solstice were merged in the holy feast of Christmas, in a successful 
bid to rival the pagan winter feasts. But old rights lingered under the new faith.
Poston 1965, p. 11
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Like all festivals, Christmas is celebrated with music and in song. As further evidence of its 
pagan origins, some Christmas songs were often tunes which had once been danced to as part 
of a pagan celebration; the association lingers on in the name carol, derived from carole, 
defined as a secular ring-dance with song.
...carols, centring chiefly in the winter and spring festivals of Christmas and Easter, 
remained in essence, though channelled afresh, fundamental expressions of human 
vitality.
ibid.
Woven into the texts of some of England’s favourite carols, the “old rites are still dimly 
discernable in modified form” (ibid., p. 10). The Holly and the Ivy, for example, was 
Christianised by associating white holly blossom with the purity of the Virgin Mary and the 
red of the berries to the blood of Christ’s sacrifice. Yet “we can trace... in the holly and ivy 
the tribal interplay of sex ritual and the evergreen fertility symbols of male and female”
(ibid.). This marriage of convenience between the Christian and pagan has allowed a liberality 
of attitude towards Christmas texts and, by extension, towards music. The acceptability of 
what is sung in church makes Christmas a more flexible season than any other in the church’s 
calendar. Whilst the focus of the theology remains firmly fixed on the birth of Christ, the 
purity of God’s incarnation and the deliverance of mankind through the gift of a sacrificial 
saviour, carols may introduce (in addition to retelling the Bethlehem Nativity) symbols of 
fertility (holly and ivy), features of the weather {In the bleak midwinter), celebratory feasting 
{The hoar’s head, figgy pudding, etc.), acts of charity {GoodKing Wenceslas) and general 
salutation {We wish you a merry Christmas; Good Cheer!) with impunity.
Whilst the pagan content in carols is not a uniquely English phenomenon, certain events in 
English history have conspired to turn the English celebration of Christmas and its carol 
repertoire into a peculiarly English institution. Some of the most important of these events 
are: The Victorian Romantic Movement: “Tradition, once a matter of unconscious 
observance, came to be something [for the Victorians] eagerly sought after... carols were 
regarded as redolent of the idealized Christmas of yore, and this opened the way for a revival 
of the traditional carol” (ed. Keyte and Parrott 1992, p. xxi). The Victorian Romantic 
Movement inspired a revived interest in the traditions of Christmas, including its carols. Also 
important was The Oxford Movement, whose High-Churchmen “with their attachment to 
ritual, tradition, and colour, were ardent advocates of the reinstatement in church worship of 
the Church’s traditional music” (Poston 1965, p. 15). The publication of The Oxford Book o f
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Carols in 1928 was instrumental in undoing certain editorial damage inflicted upon carols by 
Victorian editors. In the preface to The Oxford Book o f Carols Percy Dearmer wrote:
The carol, in fact, was still in jeopardy fifty years ago, and even later. Our churches were
flooded with music inspired by the sham of Gothic of their renovated interiors
1928, p. xiii;
The service of Nine Lessons with Carols, which was devised in 1880 for Truro Cathedral but 
came to a wider audience through its use at King’s College in Cambridge, has impacted 
hugely on the imagination of the English and was not long restricted only to those who could 
attend the actual event. From 1928 it has been broadcast on the public service network. The 
service of Nine Lessons and Carols was quickly imitated in many other churches. Partially as 
an offshoot of the service, and also to supply the ever increasing demand for interesting carol 
arrangements, the first volume of Carols fo r  Choirs was published in 1961, co-edited by the 
then director of music at King’s, David Willcocks. This first publication was so popular that, 
eventually, four further volumes were produced to follow it up in 1970, 1978, 1980 and 2011.
The English enthusiasm for choral singing, which started in the Victorian era and was still 
very strong throughout the twentieth century, ensured that there was a particularly good 
market for carols, both for books containing arrangements of old carols and new carols too. 
Carol services and carol concerts continued to place sacred and secular Christmas music items 
side by side, not only in the concert hall but also in the church, maintaining a tradition of 
tolerance rare in the church until the advent of the more relaxed attitudes of the late twentieth 
century. Carol books proliferated in the twentieth century as hymn-books had in the Victorian 
era and, by the late twentieth century, it was possible to obtain carol collections containing 
carols from every continent arranged for practically any combination of voices, in a 
bewildering range of styles. It is tempting to view the publication, in 1992, of The New 
Oxford Book o f Carols as a corrective to some of the more excessive distortions of carol 
melodies and texts found in some twentieth century carol arrangements, in the same way that 
the Oxford Book o f Carols (1928) was a corrective to much misguided Victorian editorial 
practice. The New Oxford Book o f Carols displayed a degree of scholarship unlikely to be 
surpassed for many decades. Although this book largely satisfied scholars and provided an 
unparalleled range of material (both historical and geographical) under one cover, most 
church choirs and choral societies continued (and continue) to show their preference for 
Willcocks (and Rutter, who joined Willcocks as co-editor for Carols fo r  Choirs 2, 3 and 4),
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and other collections containing elaborate arrangements/ The English generally choose not to 
see authenticity as an important issue in the annual performance of carols and Christmas has 
become a season where excess and even a touch of silliness has gained legitimacy. Poston 
(1965, p. 17) railed against “the tasteless ‘concertizing’ of carols, regardless of anything but 
stunt effect”, but it would take more than her outraged disgust and the rational scholarship of 
Keyte and Parrott to put paid to what has become a popular entertainment.
Britten composed a good deal of Christmas music and, although most of it was not written for 
liturgical use, much of it fits very comfortably within the liturgy.^ The ease with which 
Britten’s Christmas music falls into place in the English Christmas scene is due to its 
epitomising the “fundamental expression of vitality” (as Posten expressed it) so often found in 
carols. It also taps into a genuine national affection for choral music sung at Christmas. A 
type of canonical recognition of Britten’s contribution to Christmas (one not often afforded 
Britten’s other liturgical music)^ music can be found in the inclusion of some of his music in 
the Carols fo r  Choirs series (in book one the theme of A Boy was Born variations, book two 
‘A New Year Carol’ from Friday Afternoons, books three and four ‘There is no Rose’ from ^ 
Ceremony o f Carols) and in The New Oxford Book o f Carols, which also contains the theme 
from A Boy, additionally Britten’s odixXy A Hymn to The Virgin (1930/1934). Although not 
nearly as high-profile as these publications, another of Britten’s Christmas pieces. The Oxen, 
appeared in the Novello Book o f Carols, published in 1986.
A Ceremony of Carols
Christmas was a safe Christian festival for Britten and remained so even after the struggle 
with faith which caused him to renounce churchgoing and the benediction of communion. The 
completion of A Ceremony o f Carols (1942) occurs, coincidentally, exactly at the time when 
Britten was forced to make public statements in which his religious convictions were crucial: 
Statement to the Local Tribunal for the Registration o f Conscientious Objectors and the 
Appeal to the Appellate Tribunal. Whatever Britten truly believed about the divinity of Christ 
and his redemptive powers (he effectively managed to cover over flaws and inconsistencies in
 ^ It is too early to judge whether the newest Carols fo r  Choirs book (no. 5, edited by Chilcott and Blackwell,
2011) will continue the success o f its predecessors.
 ^Halsey unequivocally considered A Hymn to the Virgin, the 1955 arrangement o f The Holly and The Ivy, 
Chorale and A Shepherd’s Carol as liturgical items. See Halsey 1962, p. 688.
 ^The inclusion o f the Sanctus and Benedictus from Missa Brevis in the Treasury o f  English Church Music, Vol. 
Five (1965), was another, rare, acknowledgement o f Britten’s status as an approved composer o f liturgical 
music.
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his theology for the tribunal) he certainly found the image of the birth of Christ an attractive 
one; the concept of an innocent brought into the world, bringing messages of peace and hope 
was one that appealed very directly to him. A considerable number of Britten’s works deal 
with Christmas directly. In addition to A Ceremony o f Carols there are: A Wealden Trio 
(1930), A Hymn to the Virgin (1930), The Sycamore Tree (1939), Christ’s Nativity (1931), vf 
Boy was Born (1933). Other works by Britten not primarily concerned with Christmas 
nevertheless have strong associations with it: Saint Nicolas (1948), Canticle IV, Journey o f  
the Magi (1971), and in ^  Shepherd’s Carol and Chorale after an Old French Carol (1944), 
The Oxen (1967). Christmas was evoked also in the Men o f Goodwill orchestral variations of 
1947 (written for a BBC Christmas day broadcast) and a Christmas Party is contained in the 
operetta Bunyan (1941) (Sc 2/no.25). Auden had hopes that he and Britten would 
produce a large-scale Christmas Oratorio. This came to nothing but the idea for a large 
Christmas work along the lines of the Spring Symphony (1949) remained on Britten’s wish list 
for years to come. Towards the end of his life, Britten was planning to set texts prepared from 
the Chester Miracle Plays covering the drama of Christmas and ending, perhaps significantly, 
with King Herod’s slaughtering of the innocents (see Elliott 2006, p. 34).
Christmas, with its message of a new beginning, the second chance, finds a neat parallel in 
Britten’s return from America to England in 1942. A Ceremony o f Carols has long been seen 
as one of Britten’s most telling repatriation works, a “self-conscious turn towards English 
musical and cultural traditions” (Wiebe 2006, p. 58). It clearly tapped in to the English 
enthusiasm for Carols which, as Wiebe argues, was fed by the Oxford Book o f  Carols (1928), 
the still popular pastime of choral singing, and the annual service of Nine Lessons and Carols 
from King’s College, Cambridge:
If  ^  Ceremony o f Carols can be seen as a re-writing of the Festival of Lessons and 
carols, it is miniaturized, medievalized, and generally paired down. Britten took some of 
the service’s most recognizable features and recast them in a more austere vein. King’s 
nineteenth-century processional hymn became a processional chant; the forces of men, 
boys, and organ were stripped to boys and harp; and instead of King’s eclectic group of 
carols, Britten used only medieval English text, as if to reveal resonances with the distant 
past.
Wiebe 2006, pp. 70-71 
In one carol, ‘Spring Carol’, Britten evokes a pastoral landscape. Perhaps significantly, the 
‘Spring Carol’ was one of the later additions to the work (see ed. Mitchell and Reed 1991, p. 
1041), written after the composer had landed safely in England. Britten’s penchant was for
4 See Kildea 2003. pp. 40-41.
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seascape rather than landscape (which was more Vaughan Williams’ territory); the restless, 
changeable and sometimes threatening aspect of the sea was a truer reflection of his complex 
personality. The sea as metaphor was more Brittenish than landscape too. Journeying, 
discovery and eternity are themes which frequently appear in his work: ‘He journeys to 
Palestine’, St Nicolas (a sea journey), the travellers in Cantata Misericordium and Curlew 
River, the journey of Belle Rose to the Pagoda Land in Prince o f the Pagaodas, Aschenbach’s 
journey -both outwardly and inwardly -in  Death in Venice, and in Billy Budd, a sea voyage; 
“Yes, lost for ever on the endless sea” {Billy Budd, Scene I, rehearsal 42). The discovery of 
self is at the centre of Aschenbach’s odyssey as it is also in Albert Herring. Landscape, as a 
metaphor for (amongst other things) stability, roots and earthly honesty is far rarer with 
Britten yet, around the time o f A Ceremony it is more conspicuous. The Serenade (1943) 
contains two landscape themes in ‘Pastoral’ and ‘Nocturne’. The first volume of Folk Song 
Arrangements (1942) (all of which are products of the landscape -there are no sea songs here) 
contains two settings whose mini-dramas take place in the landscape: ‘The Sally Gardens’ and 
‘The Ash Grove’.
In 1964, Britten recalled the personal epiphany he experienced in 1941 and reflected:
I suddenly realised where I belonged and what I lacked. I had become without roots, and
when I got back to England six months later I was ready to put them down.
Britten 1964, p. 21
Britten’s compositions after 1941 reflected this need for English roots in musical terms too. 
There is little doubt that the composer, in the years 1939-41, consciously attempted to make 
his music sound more generally international and less provincially English through the 
composition of works such as Les Illuminations (1939), Seven Sonnets o f  Michelangelo 
(1940) and Paul Bunyan (1941). Evans (1979 p. 77) refers to Britten’s “withdrawal” from 
English attitudes and culture “symbolized in his life by emigration to America. In art the 
turning away is no less evident”. Britten was persuaded to articulate his thoughts on English 
music and wrote, in 1941, an article England and the Foik-Art Problem^ for the journal 
Modern Music. In it he used a tone of contempt so resounding as to distance himself, 
seemingly forever, from an English provincial ‘school’ of music -  led by Parry -  which he 
characterised as amateurish and Gentlemanly. Elgar, Britten thought, “represents the 
professional point of view” (Kildea 2003 p. 31). Britten gave him credit for having been “a 
most eclectic composer, his most obvious influences being Wagner, Tchaikovsky, and
Reproduced in Kildea 2003, pp. 31-35.
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Franck” (ibid.). Britten thus sanctions his own international path by arguing that Elgar’s 
international interests led him to far more professional results (professional being in Britten’s 
eyes, the attainment most distrusted by the English) and which “left no doubt in the minds of 
the younger composers as to which [Parry’s or Elgar’s] was the more profitable path to 
follow” (ibid.).
The degree of the success of Britten’s assumption of various European styles is open to 
question but the gesture was unmistakable. It was in this period that Britten, now living in 
America, tried to convince himself (without success it transpired) that he didn’t need England 
or Englishness to be a successful composer. The England and the Folk-Art Problem article 
might be seen as a very public articulation of this conviction. In spite of numerous criticisms 
he shared about America in his letters to English friends and family, he still felt compelled to 
prepare one of his most intimate correspondents, his sister Beth, on 25^  ^June, 1939, for the 
prospect of his never returning to England:
I might as well confess it now, that I am seriously considering staying over here
permanently.
Ed. Mitchell and Reed 1991, p. 671 
Again, looking back on this part of his life in 1964, Britten was able to recognise that at this 
time (1939) he was “muddled, fed-up and looking for work” (Britten 1964 p. 21).
The muddle (a prototypically Forsterian^ chaotic state) obviously required some straightening 
out, and part of this was achieved by Britten regaining his Englishness. It is revealing that, 
from 1941 until 1954, Britten set nothing but English texts. The international episode 
obviously left its mark on the composer but the need for such an ostentatious distancing was 
no longer required or desired. Once the muddle had been cleared up, Britten was no longer 
afraid of sounding too English (or worse, too much like Vaughan Williams, a composer with 
whom Britten had little sympathy) simply because he knew he sounded most like Britten.
The composition and evolution o f A Ceremony o f Carols is amply dealt with elsewhere (see 
ed. Mitchell and Reed 1991, pp. 1040-42) and need only be summarised here.
 ^Britten had a great admiration for the writing o f E M Forster. Forster’s article on Crabbe’s Peter Grimes is 
often credited with being a catalyst not only for the opera but for Britten’s decision to return to England. Later, 
Britten and Forster became friends and collaborated on Billy Budd (1951). Key characters in Forster novels are 
identified as being muddled. For example: Lucy Honychurch in A Room with a View, Miss Quested in A Passage 
to India, Helen Schlegel in Howards End. The central plot o f each of these novels revolves around the cause o f  
these muddles, the sorting out of them and the consequences for all the other characters as these processes 
unfold. Britten’s own life resembles, to a remarkable degree, a character in a Forster novel; his working through 
o f his personal muddles has proved fruitful material for a biographical studies.
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There were essentially three phases of composition. In the first phase, seven carols, including 
a composed setting of ‘Hodie Christus natus est’, were written at sea on Britten’s and Pears’s 
return journey from America. The second phase, triggered by the receipt from the cleric and 
plainsong scholar Alec Robertson of the plainsong version of ‘Hodie Christus natus est’, led 
the composer to use this as a frame for the work and reuse the music he had composed for the 
text, originally, by finding new words. This became ‘Wolcum Yole!’, the first carol proper. 
The ‘Spring Carol’ (which was provided with both a harp accompaniment and an alternative 
accompaniment for piano) was also added at this time. The sequence of the carols was 
reordered in this second phase. The third phase saw the addition of another new carol, ‘That 
yongë child’ and the harp Interlude. This final version was published in 1943.
The work calls for treble voices -Britten’s preferred option was boys’ voices^ -although 
originally it was conceived as a work for female voices and was first performed and first 
broadcast (in the form it had reached in the second phase of its evolution) by a female-voice 
choir with harp.
The use of the harp as an accompanying instrument was probably stimulated by a request 
from harpist Edna Phillips who had asked Britten to compose a harp concerto for her. This 
never materialised but Britten, nonetheless, had the benefit of two harp manuals Phillips sent 
to the composer to acquaint him more intimately with the technical possibilities of the 
instrument.
The plainsong frame of Britten’s A Ceremony o f Carols seeks to elevate the work into a ritual 
act.^ This demarcation of a discrete artistic statement, separating it from the arbitrariness, 
ruthlessness or indifference of daily experience, was all part of what appears to be Britten’s 
quasi-religious attitude to the act of listening to music; it demanded from the listener, he felt,
some preparation, some effort... some homework... some clarification of the ears and 
sharpening of the instincts. It demands as much effort on the listener’s part as the other two 
comers of the triangle, this holy triangle of composer, performer and listener.
Britten 1964, p. 20
 ^An arrangement for mixed choir, using the original accompaniment, was made by Julius Harrison. The 
complete edition was published in 1955. This version will not be discussed.
 ^The plainchant framing o f the three Church Parables provides a very concrete parallel example o f Britten’s use 
of the device. The Serenade fo r  Tenor, Horn and Strings, 1943, is also framed although the introductory horn 
prologue does not emerge from silence as in Ceremony. Frames integrated into the body o f a piece feature fairly 
commonly in Britten’s work. For example, in song five from Winter Words (1953), ‘The Choirmaster’s Burial’. 
Even the little song ‘There was a Man o f Newington from Friday Afternoons (1937) has a tiny frame. Britten’s 
frames often mark their apartness by comprising monophonic strands.
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A Ceremony begins and ends in a subliminal silence suggesting a birth and a death (“We 
brought nothing into the world, and it is certain we can carry nothing out” )^, central themes in 
the carols themselves:
He came al so stille
To his moder’s hour
(James, John and Robert Wedderbum, ‘Bululalow’)
Leave we all this werldly mirth
(Anon. tr. Ian Hamnett, ‘There is no rose’)
Daily reminders of the impermanency of human earthly life were all too familiar in war-torn 
England; but some comfort could at least be drawn from the diversion of art which 
represented this impermanency and its end-points with dignity, beauty and a feeling of 
completion. Britten’s A Ceremony is ultimately a triumphant work in which tragedy -the fall 
of Adam, depicted in the final carol ‘Adam lay ibounden’ -is  actually seen as a benefit to man 
because it resulted in a blessed gift from God -  the commissioning of the Virgin, celebrated 
also in ‘Adam lay ibounden’:
Ne had the appil take ben.
Ne haddé our lady
A ben hevené queen.
(Anon.)
There is a gorgeous conclusion to ‘Adam lay ibounden’; it ends in an orgy of harp glissandi 
and energetic vocal leaps in a bright A major (a key, as has been observed, Britten often 
utilised to depict heaven and, later, beauty^®). As if to emphasise that this gift of heaven 
comes only at the end, that the triumph can be attained only after death, the strain of the 
plainsong leads the audience out of this transitory, illusory world of art and back into a 
reflective silence.
Despite the disjunct compositional process involved in ^  Ceremony, Peter Evans (1979) 
detected a definite “tonal path” with “third relationships so important in [the] groundplan 
[which] are prominent in the detail, especially of the early carols...” (p. 87). Although Evans’s 
groundplan involves some interpretive detail which is open to question (which will be 
discussed shortly), his recognition of the key role the interval of the third plays in A Ceremony 
is significant. The semitone too plays an important role in A Ceremony, particularly in 
motions from major to minor thirds, though Evans’s analysis overlooks this. Britten’s
 ^ 1 Timothy 6.7.
'"SeeMark 1998,p. 660.
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predilection for using modes in A Ceremony cannot solely be seen as a sympathetic response 
to atavistic texts, none of which dates from after the 16*^  century. It was the product of a more 
profound response and offered greater expressive power than a mere imitating of old music 
could provide. Britten’s use of modes made itself felt by its displacement of major and minor 
keys, creating tension between the manifest and latent in much the same way as his non-tonal 
and twelve-tonal surfaces also do. For Hans Keller this was an act of synthesis, one of the 
leading characteristics of Britten’s musical make-up:
[Britten] is the greatest synthesist since Mozart, all the greater since his task is so much 
more difficult. He is synthesizing opposing movements of the past, opposing movements 
of the present... Britten lets past beauty act upon new or recent truth ... Towards the 
modes, for instance, it is Britten’s moderate modernism that plays the active rôle of a 
strong and friendly host... the result is again a beautification of truth...This synthesis 
deserves all the more admiration since British music of the recent past and of the present 
past is crowded with undesirable modal aliens.
Keller & Mitchell 1951, pp. 341-343. 
Keller’s overriding point is to highlight Britten’s ability to use afresh certain inventions and 
devices of musical language -including ancient ones -through his inventive placing of ideas 
in unexpected contexts and in new combinations. Like the inventor of the typewriter, Britten 
cannot be credited with having discovered or made from scratch any of the significant parts of 
the new object, only with having the imagination to put existing parts together in a way not 
done before to create a novel invention. Britten (unlike his near contemporary Olivier 
Messiaen, 1908-1992, for example) didn’t set about inventing or developing any new scales 
but, rather, found ways in which scales already familiar, including modal scales, could make a 
new expressive point (or beautiful, as Keller would see it) if placed in a context where their 
colour could be appreciated in a different way than was customary. Typically, for Britten, this 
meant a tonal context. The flattened seventh of the Mixolydian, for example, has the potential 
of being charged with an expression of unfulfilment because it is experienced as being denied 
the directional power of the sharpened (fulfilled) leading note. The sharpened fourth of the 
Lydian might be charged with the power of optimism in the middle of the major scale by 
introducing a second leading tone, conquering the regressively charged flattened fourth tone 
of the major scale. These fresh expressive charges function because Britten’s synthesis of 
them has successfully allowed the mode to be read as if it were a modification of a tonal scale. 
Where Keller refers to “movements of the present” he is probably thinking primarily of
" These “undesirable modal aliens” are undoubtedly to be found in numerous carols written in a style which is a 
weak imitation o f medieval choral music to which the English are definitely attracted, particularly at Christmas. 
The music o f Britten’s A Ceremony is in distinct contrast to these.
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twelve-tonal procedures which Britten utilised, like modes, in tonal contexts where their 
deviation from tonal phenomenon, such as major and minor triads, provided, once again, well- 
defined expressive charges. It was an irony, surely not lost on Britten, that he had 
reintroduced to twelve-tone music a traditional form of musical expression, based on tonal 
tensions, that the invention of this non-tonal style had been designed to remove from musical 
discourse. Poised thus, between the archaic and modem, Britten’s music pursued a course not 
so much revolutionary or reactionaiy as responsive to a potential tension between them: an 
expressive middle-ground. Keller saw this as a “beautification of truth”. The parallels with the 
procedures of Mozart are contentious but do not obscure the important observation Keller 
makes in regard to Britten.
‘Procession’
This synthesis even emboldened Britten to recompose, for reasons of musical development, 
parts of the plainchant ‘Hodie Christus natus est’ provided by Alec Robertson. Michael 
Dawney, identifying the tampered sections, termed it “rhapsodizing in the Lydian mode”
(1967 p. 20). Britten also adds two phrases in plainsong style which he directs in the score to 
be repeated when the duration of the procession necessitates.^^ Robertson’s reaction to these 
manipulations of the plainchant melody he forwarded to Britten is not known. As a plainsong 
expert, he would probably have been mystified by the necessity to make any alterations. 
Robertson would, no doubt, also have preferred Britten to have used authentic square 
notation; he was a strong advocate of it. But Robertson would probably have been pleased 
that in the added coda Britten picked up a stylistic gesture that he had learned from 
Robertson’s own 1937 manual. The interpretation o f Plainchant, where Robertson writes of 
the strophicus “or repetition of one or more notes at the same pitch” that it
requires, theoretically, a separate ‘tonguing’ of each note. As it would require a highly 
skilled choir to avoid giving the impression of bleating in carrying out this effect, it is 
usually wiser to have the notes held for the requisite number of beats while swelling out 
the tone towards the last note.
Robertson 1937, pp. 14-15 
In Britten’s score, the strophicus is supplied with articulation marks to secure its correct 
performance. The whole plainchant is, similarly, fastidiously notated and includes dynamic 
shadings, two different types of accents, breathing points and specified note lengths. Britten’s
A fuller account o f Britten’s encounters and attitude to plainsong in general is dealt with more fully in chapter 
Villa, under the detailed discussion o f Britten’s Hymn St Peter.
Britten constructed a canon from his imitation plainsong phrase in 1971 as an 80"' birthday tribute to Alec 
Robertson (see comp, and ed. Banks 1999, pp. 143-44).
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editing clearly shows absorption of the technical refinements set out in Robertson’s book; it 
resembles an understanding realisation of Robertson’s teaching.
‘Wolcum Yole!’
Nowhere is the interval of the third so “prominent in the detail” (Evans 1979 p. 87) than here; 
the melody of the first trebles (and accompanying voices) gives particular prominence to it 
(ex. X.l) as does the harp accompaniment (ex. X.2).^^ The polyphony is also rich in thirds, 
although the sheer speed of delivery makes these less perceptible in performance than on 
paper (ex. X.3). A similar, third-bias polyphony occurs again in carol two ‘There is no Rose’. 
The tonal areas traversed in ‘Wolcum Yole!’ are also organised around the interval of the 
third: from A (the home key) as centre, a brief digression on C-sharp major (major third up) is 
followed by a longer episode in F major (major third down), see ex. X.4. In the absence of an 
excursion to the dominant, (E major), F major here functions as a surrogate for it. The 
distance it occupies from the tonal centre it substitutes for, a semitone, is evidence of the 
important role this interval plays in ^  Ceremony. The dominant of F major, C major, has a 
role to play in this structure as a prolonging harmony; it supersedes C-sharp as the upper-third 
member of the third-based structure which retains A at the centre of it. The triadic structure of 
‘Wolcum Yole!’ (in this instance F major), as has been observed before, is a common one in 
Britten’s music as a cohesive device; it was also common for Britten deliberately to avoid 
repeating the main tonality of a piece in its structural triad. Thus, the structural triad is F 
major whilst the main key of ‘Wolcum Yole! ’ is A major.
The metric organisation of the opening of this carol plays, to great effect, against the expected 
regularity of units of two bars or four bars -as inferred by the harp’s introductory two bars. 
The pattern is already disrupted in bar four which ought, according to standard metric 
organisation, consist of a repetition of the choral “Wolcum” but actually consists of the harp 
alone. The metre is not restored to a logical (predictable) organisation until bar seven where a 
four bar phrase replaces the metric irregularity.^^
At bar 22, imitative entries carry different portions of texts, one of few concrete references 
Britten made to the medieval composition technique.
See Forrest (2010) for a discussion of the prolongational function o f what he identifies as cycles o f  
progressions by third.
If Britten had eliminated bar one, the metric imbalance would have moved to bar eight which, predictably, 
would consist o f the harp alone rather than the choral continuation o f the phrase.
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The recapitulation which begins in bar 55 is subject to a drastically reduced dynamic (the 
somewhat impractical pppp) and followed by a long drawn out crescendo over 17 bars. In 
gesture, at least, this crescendo period is not dissimilar to the type found in Rossini overtures, 
where an oft repeated harmonic progression provides the background for foreground 
diminutions which, through the gradual increase in the number of instruments playing and in 
the use of ever higher registers, builds to a tutti climax.
A harmonic coup de theatre is saved until bar 77. It is a variant diminished third chord 
containing elements of both the German and French varieties of the chord and coloured by the 
presence of both the major third and the minor third. The novelty is that it is the diminished 
third chord of the flattened submediant, not of the tonic A, but of G: E-flat/G(G-flat)/B- 
flat(A)/C-sharp, i.e., the Mixolydian seventh degree of the home tonic A. Its resolution onto 
the tonic A involves another metric surprise: the addition of an extra beat in bar 80.
‘There is no Rose’
[Britten and Pears’s] whole journey from New York to Liverpool lasted a month, and 
while they were not exactly uncomfortable and the food was fairly good, their 
accommodation in a two-berth cabin opposite the ship’s huge refrigerator was something 
Pears always remembered: ‘The mixture of what was in this vast ice-box when it came 
out as one passed was quite alarming; it was a strange mixture, not at all helpful to 
someone suffering rather from seasickness.’
Headington 1992, p. 114 
That Britten should have been able to compose a carol of such glowing serenity as ‘There is 
no Rose’ under such conditions is a reminder that art is not necessarily a response to 
immediate circumstance but can also, like the state of nirvana, be achieved by a competent 
master at any time and in almost any condition.
Although ‘There is no Rose’ was not conceived as the opening item o f^  Ceremony, it has the 
style of a processional -  “transeamus” -  measured steps being suggested in the harp bass- 
ostinato. The climax of the carol at bar 31 involves the conjunction of F major, the home key, 
and A major; tonal areas, once again, a major third apart. The choice of A major is significant 
here as the text refers to the singing of angels who chorus the angelic hymn “Gloria in 
excelsis Deo”. A major, as has been noted, was Britten’s habitual key for heavenly 
associations. This choice of key also involves an important conjunction: C-natural/C-sharp. 
The pitch class C has a prominent role in this carol. It is the pitch class which both 
commences (in the harp) and terminates this carol (in the unison voices) and the Latin votary
In 1941, just a year before composing A Ceremony, Britten was involved in arranging some Rossini music in 
the suite Matinées Musicales.
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phrases “Alleluia”, “Res Miranda”, “pares forma” etc. are all chanted on a unison C, 
irrespective of the prevailing tonality at the time. C is also omnipresent in the harp bass 
ostinato. Therefore the C-natural/C-sharp conjunction is all but unavoidable once Britten 
decides to utilise his ‘heavenly’ key in the F major context of ‘There is no Rose’. An 
inevitable crisis (one of the established symbolical meanings of this major/minor conjunction 
in Britten’s music^^) must occur. It does so as the choir sings “Glory to God in the highest”: 
ex. X. 5. The significance of this musical crisis (into which can inevitably be read Britten’s 
wavering attitude to worship, the established church and maybe even divinity, issues that 
emerged in his tribunal interrogations) is heightened once it is realised that the crisis was not 
as unavoidable as it may have appeared. Britten shows that movement away from F (with C as 
constant companion) is not prescribed in ‘There is no Rose’ for, in bars 46-50, the ostinato 
does indeed move. Britten must consciously, therefore, have engineered the crucial C- 
natural/C-sharp conjunction.
In order to give the Latin phrases at the end of each verse a colour apart from the rest, Britten 
ubiquitously sets then to a unison C. The phrases are also delivered in a quasi-recitative 
fashion, mimicking the mumbling of a rosary prayer. This is in contrast to the richly varied 
polyphony sung by the voices of the rest of the setting, which exhibits a highly varied array of 
sonorous harmonies often containing Britten’s favoured major second. This alternation 
between unison and polyphony partially stratifies the music of the voices, linking the 
polyphonic sections to each other and linking the unison passages to each other. Apart from 
its use in ‘There is no Rose’, stratification of this type, which is characteristic of Britten’s 
word settings (as discussed in chapter Villa), is otherwise noticeably absent from A 
Ceremony. The Harp accompaniment has two strata as well. The ostinato bass, mostly 
unwavering, stays with the pedal tones F and C which hold out against other tonal areas 
expressed in the voices: B-fiat major, D-flat major, A major. The right-hand organum gently 
imitates the trebles’ carolling and provides a rich harmonic background to the trebles’ mantra­
like unisons.
The last Latin appendage, “transeamus” (“let us go”), prompts an expanded peripatetic choral 
unison phrase. The flowering of the melody here is a good example of Britten’s sensitivity to 
the appropriate timing of such melodic developments and an equally good example of his
Allen (2002) also associates the major/minor confrontation in Britten’s music with other states: for example, 
indecision, change o f heart and corruption.
This passage called for a clear understanding o f what could be realized on the harp. Britten’s choice o f  which 
chords to use and which to avoid may, in part, have stemmed from technical considerations.
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judgement in deciding the extent and style of development which could be satisfactorily 
contained within the overall design of the carol. These are technical considerations and, even 
if they sound instinctive, it is surely unjust to credit the success of their effect solely to an 
impulse devoid of experience or foresight. Whatever Britten’s natural talents were, no matter 
how plentiful, it is wrong to overlook the honing of these gifts by years of hard work into 
tools of calculating musical efficiency.
The beginning of the phrase suggests that what follows is nothing more than a recitation on a 
single tone recitation, like all the previous Latin appendages, even though it now sounds an 
octave. This expectation is strengthened by the recapitulating function that the phrase 
assumes. The phrase’s actual flowering into the extended melisma, eventually to E-flat major, 
is unexpected and memorably expressive; yet the melodic development can be shown to offer 
nothing more adventurous than a sequential variation of the carol’s igniting first treble phrase. 
This example of commonplace musical design used to telling musical effect is also typical of 
Britten’s technique of composition. The cadence on the sixth scale-degree of E-flat, C, which 
inevitably feels like the second degree of a Mixolydian on B-flat, prompts the restoration of F 
major for the coda, which is achieved by a motion from E-flat to F in the bass played by the 
harp. As has already been noted, it is at this point that the ostinato bass makes its only 
excursion away from F major. Its route away from F to E-flat is through the orthodox 
dominant to tonic -B-flat to E-flat, but its route back to F is non-functional, being more 
organically rooted in the carol (and the work) via a sequence of ascending thirds; E-flat, G, B- 
flat, D-flat. The next tone could have been F (the next ascending third) but F is delayed by the 
intervention of C and thereby completes a restoration of the ostinato figure. Mark observed 
that:
As in many contexts... traditional functions, however covert, often underpin the music
even when the means of prolongation is ‘non-ftinctionaT.
1995 pp. 246-7
Although ‘There is no Rose’ is in F major, Britten exploits the potential of C being the ‘final’ 
or cadencing tone (as in medieval modal plainchant practice). Thus, there is a double meaning 
in the key signature of one flat; it is both F major and C Mixolydian. The final harp chord 
confirms the dilemma by retaining C as the bass tone of an F major triad. This double 
meaning allows the music to be suspended between the two poles, F and C, and suggests that 
the diversion to E-flat major in bars 47-50 is an exploration, once again, of another third 
related tonal region. To balance the structure so that the equilibrium between F and C can be 
meaningfully maintained, D-flat major is also given a tonal expansion, bars 22-28. This is a
240
tonal region positioned at almost same distance from F as E-flat is from C, but in inversion. 
The abstract ex. X.6 shows how the tonal regions D-flat, A and E-flat rally around the poles 
of F and C.
‘That yongë child’ and ‘Balulalow’
Britten numbered these carols 4a and 4b with the direction attacca subito between them. This, 
together with other indications (the absence of a double bar line at the end of 4a, the 
continuous bar numbering), suggest that the carols could be thought of as a single entity or, at 
least, closely connected. Carol 4a, ‘That yongë child’ was a late addition; when the work was 
first performed on 5 December 1942, it was not included. Even so, Britten managed to fit the 
new addition into his scheme in a manner which made it seem planned all along; the final tone 
of the previous carol, ‘There is no Rose’, ends on pitch cl, the tone immediately commencing 
the new carol, decorated with a chromatic upper neighbour tone d-flat 1 The join between 
the end of this carol and the next is equally smooth. ‘That yongë child’ ends on the dominant 
of the next carol and the semitone motif (comprising the chromatic neighbour tone and cl) is 
also an important motif in the following carol. There is a textural continuity also: ‘That yongë 
child’ is a solo carol, and a soloist begins the next carol.
The variety of numbers on the sketch of A Ceremony suggests that Britten took some time to 
settle on the final order of the carols (see ed. Mitchell and Reed 1991, p. 1042). The 
composition of carol 4a, ‘That yongë child’, certainly provided a smooth transition from 
‘There is no Rose’ to ‘Bululalow’ and may have been composed, in part, for this purpose.
The most striking aspect of ‘That yongë child’ is its fluid tonality. Peter Evans labelled it 
“transitional” (1979, p. 87), identifying three third-related tonal regions: F minor (bars 1-2), A 
major/minor (bars 10-14) and C-sharp major (bars 15-18) between which musical material 
prolongs these temporary centres. The third of these regions, C-sharp major, functions as the 
dominant for the following F-sharp minor/major of carol 4b. Striking, too, is the semitone 
motif d-flat 1-cl which appears like a mild irritant throughout the carol, obstinately fixed to its 
original pitches. Different melodic meanings are imposed on this motif by the shifting 
harmonic background.^® In bars 1-4 the d-flatl-cl motif is treated as flattened-6 falling to 5 in
19 Britten was to make a similar connection between ‘Elegy’ and ‘Dirge’ in the Serenade, composed a year later 
in 1943.
Britten was to explore a similar situation in the beginning o f Rejoice in the Lamb (1943) where the fixed motif 
was reduced to the single tone c l.
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F m inor/  ^which Deryck Cooke (1959 p. 146) identified as a symbol of anguish or grief. At 
the end of the carol the motif oscillates gently between the tonic and leading-tone of C-sharp 
major. In bars 9-13, the motif functions as an oscillation between the major and minor third 
which, as has already been frequently noted, was a significant symbol for Britten. The 
reference to “hoarse melodies” in the text might easily have provided stimulus enough for this 
major/minor conjunction but Wiebe meditates on the possibility of a more deeply embedded 
interpretation:
the nightingale could be heard as the immediate and earthly as opposed to the distant and 
divine [i.e. the Virgin’s song]. In medieval secular literature, the nightingale’s cry has 
been associated with physical and especially sexual violence
2005, p. 87
This interpretation certainly gives an edge to Britten’s specific use of his major/minor ‘crisis’ 
configuration here, adding to its metaphorical cargo the burden of violence with the fall of 
man. Another Britten speciality appears in the second half of ‘That yongë child’; A major, 
Britten’s heavenly/beauty key, is reached just as the singer is extolling the virtues of the 
Virgin’s own song in bar 14. The employment of the pitch d-sharp, the Lydian sharpened 
fourth, confirms the association with innocence/purity which Britten usually signified by its 
use.^ ^
Mild examples of heterophony (bars 7,14 and 15) remind one that Britten was already 
inclined to use the technique. He had already (and recently) come across it from his contact 
with Colin McPhee. ‘That yongë child’ has the style of a bardic air, yet it is coloured by some 
of the most un-English sounds of any found in A Ceremony. The deep harp chords have the 
ring of bells about them, but not English bells; rather, the gongs of Bali -another musical 
experience which Britten encountered through McPhee. The arching cantilena follows a 
simple formula in each phrase: an Antecedent in (mostly) disjunct rising motion, a 
Consequent in a mixture of conjunct and disjunct falling motion. This design does not allow 
the melody to flower in the typical English lyrical manner.
I, like Evans, experience the opening bars as F minor. This is reasonable since the previous carol ends on F 
major and defines pc C as scale degree 5. Although the first three tones the soloist sings are not positioned in 
relation to the bar-line as a typical anacrusis, they cannot be experienced as such by the listener. This again 
points to F minor as the first tonal centre. Interpreting d-flatl-cl as scale degrees \>2 to Î is difficult to justify 
here but does offer a potential double meaning which, admittedly, was characteristic o f Britten’s expression.
Philip Brett identified an altogether less material symbol in Britten’s Lydian music; he found that “it is more 
usefully thought o f either as Lacanian imagery, or as “nescience” in the words o f Thomas Hardy’s poem “A  
Time There Was” (2006, p. 201).
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At the start of ‘Balulalow’, the semitone harp motif is transformed into the minor to major 
third alteration in the harp cradle-song accompaniment. But this sweetening and souring in 
colouration is altogether less troubling in this gentle cradle-song than such major/minor 
conjunctions usually are in Britten’s music. There is no crisis here. The duality, major/minor, 
finds its equivalent in the metric organisation of ‘Balulalow’ which sometimes alternates and 
sometimes superimposes duple and triple metres. Gong-like bass-chimes in the harp bass 
mark the beginning of bars. For such a short carol (ca. 1’20” ) ‘Balulalow’ displays a large 
range of textures -solo voice, homophonie chorusing, imitative counterpoint and solo voice 
combined with chorus accompaniment (always accompanied by the harp). This textural 
activity creates the impression that it is altogether a longer piece (a common experience or an 
aural mirage, one might term it) in which an eventful musical argument appears to stretch 
actual time.
The concentration of third-cells in the melodic writing is prevented from becoming 
mechanical by the counterbalancing mechanism of their distribution. The manner of the 
melody employs formulas common in folk song (during this time Britten started arranging 
English folk Songs; the first volume was published in 1942, the same year as the composition 
of ^  Ceremony) but is prevented from descending into cliché by the alternation between the 
tonic minor and major. There is also the additional novelty of hemiola.
The ambiguous minor/major tonality offers Britten certain harmonic choices which a straight 
consistent major or minor tonality would not. He chooses, for example, chord VI of F-sharp 
minor in bar 36, providing the D major chord, and chord III (rather than iii) of F-sharp major 
in bar 39 (which is respelled as a B-flat major chord). These choices divide the carol in two, 
with an F-sharp minor bias in the first part and an F-sharp major bias in the second. The carol 
ends, after some harmonic quibbling, in F-sharp major which appears right not only because 
of the major bias of the second part of the carol but also because the abstract of the harmonic 
structure of the carol reveals an underlying F-sharp major Triad: ex. X.7. This is a rare 
incidence of Britten repeating the tonic triad in his structural triad, a strategy, it has been 
noted, that Britten usually avoided. Here, the strategy appears to be employed because of the 
ambiguity of the tonic key, poised rather fragilely between a tonic major and minor and 
therefore requiring extra support to secure satisfactory harmonic closure. Third motions play 
their part here too -as indicated by the square brackets in ex. X.7 -but the main burden of the 
structure is the unfolding of an F-sharp major arpeggio. The settling on A-sharp provides a 
common tone to the key of the next carol in E-flat major.
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‘As dew in Aprille’ (‘I sing of a maiden
This setting was one of the original set of seven written on the voyage home to England from 
America and was, most likely, always intended to follow ‘Balulalow’. In the light of the 
proposal that Britten’s A Ceremony was, in a very calculated way, designed to reinforce his 
credentials as a specifically English composer, it is revealing to compare Britten’s setting with 
one of the same text made by a composer more directly connected to the English musical 
scene at the time. Martin Shaw (1875-1958)^"^ was, unlike Britten, closely allied to the English 
Folk Song Movement. He co-edited with Vaughan Williams the iconic Oxford Book o f  
Carols. Shaw’s credentials as an echt English composer were therefore, in the eyes of the 
musical establishment at the time, unassailable. Shaw’s setting of ‘I Sing of a Maiden’ (1928) 
is a tender setting, subtle in its varied textures and devoid of pious sentimentality; it is far 
more distinguished than many of the carols which flooded the English market in the period 
1930-40. See ex. X.8. If anything, it is the high quality of Shaw’s carol which tends to define 
even more strongly the originality of Britten’s setting. Shaw’s originality is totally guileless; 
everything he has to say is laid out clearly on the surface. Britten’s originality hides beneath a 
traditional-sounding surface.
Shaw and Britten both choose 3/4 metre. Both composers choose, with important differences, 
similar note values for the first two stanzas: ex. X.9. In abstract, it looks as if Britten’s setting 
is perhaps less rhythmically active than Shaw’s, with hesitations on “Sing” and “kings” and 
the drawing out of “To her son she ches”, all of which might appear to sap the energy of the 
verse. Shaw’s setting uses unconventional phrase lengths: the first stanza 3 bars, the second 4; 
a 7 bar period. Britten is no less conventional: 5 bars plus 7 bars; an 11 bar period. Britten’s, 
unlike Shaw’s, looks protracted. Mere velocity alone could not counteract this protraction. 
Britten’s great strength as a composer lay in his disposition of energy. Britten’s lengthened 
tones on “Sing” and “kings” gather rather than dissipate energy. The energy here is neither 
harmonic (the harmony being static) nor rhythmic; this energy is supplied through figuration 
and motif. The harp arpeggios do not, in themselves, have musical originality but their 
placement, their timing, lends the carol a palpable feel of strength and confidence.
^ ‘As dew in Aprill(e)’ is the refrain o f the poem whose first line is ‘I Sing of a Maiden’. Britten chose to give 
the refrain as his title whereas the carol normally takes its title from the first line. In this discussion, Martin 
Shaw’s setting o f the poem is referred to as T Sing of a Maiden’, Oxford Book o f  Carols no. 183, whilst Britten’s 
is referred to as ‘As dew in Aprille’.
Martin Shaw was commissioned to compose a new work for the opening concert o f the first Aldeburgh 
Festival in 1948. Shaw chose to set Gerard Manley Hopkins’s poem G od’s Grandeur, a poem Britten had 
himself set twice. Wilfred Wren comments that Shaw’s work “made little lasting impression on those who sang 
it” (1981 p. 9).
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Shaw’s approach is slow and meditative, quite unlike Britten’s Allegro. However, it is not so 
much the tempo which characterises their difference as the absence of energetic event in 
Shaw and its abundance in Britten. If one performed Shaw’s setting at Allegro and Britten’s 
‘Rather slowly’ (Shaw’s tempo indication), Britten’s would still appear more energetic 
because the flow of its narrative is constantly moving on in a way that doesn’t in Shaw’s. 
Although Shaw’s harmonic progressions move faster at times than Britten’s (Shaw’s bar 8 to 
15 as compared to Britten’s bar 11 to 41, for example), the lack of motivic activity does not 
allow him to press home this potential advantage and, in comparison, his response to the 
poem seems sluggish.
Martin Shaw’s ‘I sing of a maiden’ is undeniably a sensitive response to the text; the music 
suits the text. There is an appropriate atmosphere and there is a tender archaic response to the 
words. Yet the text and music remain, in a sense, separate -  the music is applied to the text. 
There is no act of transformation; Shaw’s music could easily fit another similarly gentle poem 
if it had an identical metre. Britten’s ‘As dew in Aprille’ does transform the poem in that it 
engages the text and possesses it. The text and music are in this sense (though not literally) 
inseparable. Anyone acquainted with Britten’s A Ceremony is unlikely to read the words of 
the poem without hearing Britten’s music in their mind as they read; and this would happen 
even if they also knew Shaw’s setting. Hugh Wood made a similar observation (though in 
respect of another Britten work, Sechs Holderlin-Fragmente (1958)): “Certain English lyrics 
are now indeed to the educated listener indissolubly linked to his [Britten’s] settings of them” 
(1963 p. 781).
*  *  *
The harmonic structure of ‘As dew in Aprille’ is firmly rooted in a traditional Tonic -  
Dominant -  Tonic plan. On the way out to the Dominant, C minor is touched upon; on the 
way back to the tonic, D-flat major is touched upon. Both are related, by thirds, to the main 
structural poles of tonic and dominant -  ex. X.IO.
The imitative exchanges which make up the central section of ‘As dew in Aprille’ are made 
up of three phrases which are all strongly based on the triad. One of these is in the tonic key 
of E-flat major but the other two are in C major, the minor third below. Britten’s allocation of 
tonal areas to specific characters or states of being in his operas has been investigated at 
length and clearly has a significant role to play in his musico-psychological argument. The 
character of Mary is ascribed to E-flat major, a key presumably chosen arbitrarily and not
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because it is obviously loaded with Marian symbolism. In fact, the key of E-flat, with three 
flats, is more suitable to representing Christ because of the symbolic potency of three in 
Christian theology. Nevertheless, the ascription of Mary to E-flat major and the baby Jesus to 
C major might not be so far-fetched. In art, Mary is not infrequently depicted as working at a 
spinning wheel -a  potent symbol of resurrection conveyed through the more obvious 
symbolism of cycles of the moon -just as she receives the annunciation. Britten’s harp 
accompaniment (in E-flat), with its frequent repetitions or short patterns, mimics the cyclical 
motion of a spinning wheel.^^ C major, that most innocent of all key signatures, pure and 
without chromatic corruption, is an apt key with which to represent the innocent Christ child. 
Only the consequent of one of the C major (Christ) phrases cadences on the root (1). The text 
in each case refers to a fall: “That falleth on the grass”, “That falleth on the flour and “That 
falleth on the spray”. Britten is sensitive to the significance of this by avoiding cadencing to 1 
in the other phrases. Something of more than structural significance in the resulting E-flat/E- 
natural conflict with C as root (the conjunction of divine innocence and earthly destiny) can 
be read here. The innocence of C major cannot long remain uncorrupted when it encounters 
the corrupting forces on earth. The pitch B-flat extends the triad of C major to a seventh 
chord, thus enabling it to share a tone with E-flat major; it is a touching symbol of genetic 
inheritance.
The harp figuration in this middle section articulates duple metre, setting up a metric 
counterpoint with the vocal phrases in triple metre engaged in the imitative counterpoint. 
Syncopation in the lines “There his moder was”, “To his moder’s hour” suggests that the harp 
metre is the dominant metre, but the distance of the imitative entries continues in triple metre, 
temporarily adding another strand to the metric counterpoint. It is metric counterpoints of this 
type which (together with motivic activity) energise Britten’s music at the point where it 
could easily become static, where the harmonic progressions are slow. This is even clearer to 
see in the next carol of A Ceremony.
‘This little Babe’
Writing his Ceremony of Carols, [Britten] stuns the listener on first hearing by his 
juxtaposition of a medieval plainsong opening with music of whimsical lightness which 
in places impresses first by the actual physical speed at which it is delivered.
Routley 1964, p. 71
Stanford’s famous Magnificat in G (discussed in chapter IX) has often been thought to be a musical portrait o f  
Mary working at her spiiming wheel.
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Nowhere is this “physical speed” or indeed physicality more apparent than in ‘This little 
Babe’. Although the actual speed does not increase within the carol (a feat which seems a 
physical impossible), the activity within it does so noticeably when the main theme appears in 
triple canon beginning in bars 37. The hissing and spitting, which reaches a listener from 
choristers enunciating their Ss, Chs Sts Ts and Shs loses nothing of its minatory menace even 
on repeated hearings. Once again, the energy of the music is almost tangible. Even if Britten’s 
enjoyment and pursuit of games and sports (tennis and skiing, for example) or his pleasure in 
sheer speed (Imogen Holst, for one, reported that the experience of being driven fast by 
Britten was “absolutely thrilling... just like flying” (Bridcut 2010, p. 141) was not well 
documented, it could be easily deduced from the energy found in pieces like ‘This little 
Babe’. Energy was a quality Britten recognised in the personality of Percy Grainger (a 
composer Britten greatly admired). In 1976 Britten wrote (together with Pears) a prefatory 
note to John Bird’s Grainger study:
To have met Percy Grainger even as an old man is a cherished memory. His warmth, 
his originality, his charm were unforgettable, and his genial energy had already 
become a myth.
Kildea 2003, p. 350
Britten had long admired Grainger’s folk-song arrangements which made a great impression 
on him as early as 1933:
Also listen to... two brilliant folk-song arrangements of Percy Grainger-17 come 
Sunday and Father & Son, knocking all the V. Williams and R.O. Morris arrangements 
into a cocked hat.^^
Ed. J Evans 2009, p. 133 
Britten’s recordings of Grainger’s folk-song arrangements testify to his admiration for them. 
They also bring vividly to the surface that very quality which Britten acknowledged and 
which is so palpable, so often, in Britten’s own music: energy. It was a quality the two 
composers clearly had in common.
In light of this, it is interesting to compare Grainger’s arrangement (“for 4-part women’s or 
children’s or both’s, [sic.jchorus or for four single voices” (Schott, 1915, p. 1) of the nursery 
rhyme There was a Pig went out to Dig (1905/10) with Britten’s setting ‘This little Babe’.
Both are sung in a very high tempo. Both employ the texture of canon in close entries using 
upper voices only -the hissing and spitting experienced in Britten’s carol and the undercurrent 
of menace is just as noticeable in Grainger’s carol. In both pieces, the number of canonic
The competitive element to this comment, that Grainger was better than either Vaughan Williams or Morris, 
i.e. a winner in some sense, is also characteristic o f Britten’s competitive personality.
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imitations increases as the piece proceeds and the hubbub of voices intensifies throughout 
both. Both pieces are in a minor mode. Both are composed in compound metres. Both are 
Christmas pieces. Both also belong to a Tradition of English Christmas music which is robust 
and does not sound inhibited by the refinements of overcareful schooling. Despite their 
obvious differences (Britten’s carol has a harp accompaniment, Grainger’s is unaccompanied; 
Grainger’s carol uses four voice-parts, Britten only three) it would not come as a surprise to 
discover that Britten knew Grainger’s There was a Pig went out to Dig arrangement prior to 
his composition of The Ceremony o f Carols and that it provided a model for ‘This little Babe’. 
However, no documentary evidence has thus far emerged to confirm this.^  ^Perhaps rather 
surprisingly, given Britten’s attachment to Grainger’s music, the similarity between the two 
pieces has not been pointed out before.
In ‘This little Babe’ there is yet a further example of Britten employing a modal scale 
(Aeolian) only up to the point where it suited him and jettisoning it when it no longer served 
his purpose. After twelve bars of pure Aeolian (bars 1-12) the music reverts back to the key of 
E-flat minor for a conventional I7/iv/II7W7 progression over a tonic pedal. The mixing of 
mode and key -beginning a phrase in one locked system and ending in a different one -in  this 
seemingly wholly natural way (although it is entirely artificial) was a Britten peculiarity. It 
was decidedly individual and even perhaps rather un-English.
The main theme of ‘This little Babe’ is, like so many of the themes ofv4 Ceremony, infused 
with references to the interval of the third; the third-less phrase ending, e-flat2-b-flatl-e-flat 1, 
sounds abruptly aggressive by comparison.
Britten’s predilection for pedal harmonies in ‘This little Babe’ (a predilection common to all 
the accompaniments in A Ceremony with the exception of carol 4a, ‘That yongë child’) was a 
corollary of his melodic fecundity, about which Keller wrote:
Britten stands or falls with his melodic invention ... the pedal immediately assume[s] 
positive significance under rich melodic invention which thus receives support in place 
of the outworn harmonic dance schemes... It is [Britten’s] melodic gift which beautifies 
his discoveries of the common...
Ed. Mitchell and Keller 1952, p. 346 
Because ‘This little babe’ has a melody so memorably formed (a feature it shares with most of 
the carols in A Ceremony), there is little requirement for it to engage in contrapuntal dialogue 
with a moving bass line in order to maintain a high level of expression. When Britten’s bass
Britten certainly knew o f Grainger’s There was a Pig  by 1968 because it was included on Britten’s famous 
‘Salute to Percy Grainger’ recording.
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line finally does move (fi*om bar 63), the composer has an important structural point to make 
by traversing the space between E-flat and D by a sequence of thirds: E-flat-G-B-fiat-D, each 
step reinforced by a dominant.
Britten was particularly attracted to canon as a contrapuntal device; there is no better 
demonstration of his exploitation of it for dramatic effect than here.
‘Interlude’
The title is apt in more ways than one. The harp solo ‘Interlude’ offers relief from the tension 
built up by the breathless energy of ‘This little Babe’; it gives the singers a pause and breaks 
the chain of third-related tonal centres. Although Peter Evans (1979) selected C-fiat as the 
tonal centre of the ‘Interlude’, presumably because the ‘Hodie Christus natus est’ melody is 
presented in C-fiat (and because this would fit in neatly with a scheme of third-related 
centres) C-fiat is really only one of several resting points in an ambulatory piece. It could, like 
‘That yongë child’, more helpfully be labelled transitional if that term could be meaningfully 
applied to piece of modal music. The piece proceeds from an Aeolian beginning to a Lydian 
end. The tonal ambiguity is compounded by the same polarity ploy Britten used in ‘There is 
no Rose’; pitch C-flat could be either the tonic or the dominant. The ending suggests F-flat 
Lydian.
If the ‘Interlude’ is taken out of the reckoning, then the third-related centre chain retains more 
of its integrity; ‘This little Babe’ in E-flat minor is followed by ‘In Freezing Winter Night’ in 
(Phrygian) G minor. (Both of these carols were part of Britten’s original plan, the harp 
Interlude was a late addition, written after the first performance. It is omitted when a piano is 
used for the accompaniment.)
The citation of the plainsong melody has automatically led to coupling the harp ‘Interlude’ 
with the ‘Procession’ but its truer musical partner, as a music-type, is the carol ‘There is no 
Rose’. The ostinato in the lower voice of the Interlude is a variant of the ostinato bass in 
‘There is no Rose’ and the organum-like presentation of the plainsong of the ‘Interlude’ has 
clear textural kinship with the harp’s organum-like passages in ‘There is no Rose’. Hans 
Redlich (1965) likened the ostinato to SiPes^^ and was otherwise convinced of “The quaint 
medieval atmosphere” (ed. Mitchell and Keller 1951, p. 95) of the work. This is probably 
because the interlude almost entirely dispenses with chromatic adjustments, reverting to the
Defined in The Oxford Dictionary o f  Musical Terms (ed. Latham 2004, pp. 138-9) as: A term used.. .to 
describe the tenor part; in most cases the pes  carries a melodic ostinato figure.
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pre-pedal (Romantic) harp. A lone F-natural follows the Lydian colouring (which was 
Britten’s interventional invention) of the opening ‘Processional’ plainchant. The ‘Interlude’ 
has the air of an improvisation (a musing on the plainchant melody) with short, almost 
consistently pentatonic interventions (the pitch b-flat breaks this consistency in bar 21) 
prefiguring a similar Westem/Eastem mixture found in the Church Parables by some twenty 
years.
The ‘Interlude’s’ dynamic shapep p - m f  - piu f - p p - p p p  - pppp is the same as that obtained 
through the procession and recession of the choir. It has been argued above that beginning and 
ending A Ceremony o f Carols in silence represents birth and death; the work of art having a 
life between these two niente poles. The ending of the ‘Interlude’ is altogether more 
ambiguous. The plainsong “Alleluias” fade subliminally and the harp’s glissandi {laissez 
vibrer) supersede them; this is a metaphor for angelic song which has deteriorated into an 
inarticulate, incoherent haze. This is surely not death but an inconclusive aperçu of a state 
between life and death. The human realness of the following carol draws the listener back 
from this rather puzzling uncertainty.
‘In Freezing Winter Night’
When I said how lovely the chord on “The Prince himself’ was, he said “That’s one of 
the things I learned from your father; the enharmonic change and the extraordinary effect 
it has on the note that is changed.”
Carpenter 1992, p. 16
This is Imogen Holst (1907-1984) recording in her diary on 2 November 1953 a conversation 
between her and Britten concerning a moment (bar 38) in ‘In Freezing Winter Night’. The 
exchange is unusual and offers a rare glimpse of Britten letting slip a remark about what was, 
for him, a taboo: the technical matters of his music. Hans Keller told Alan Blyth:
He undoubtedly had inhibitions about speaking about his music. When I asked him for 
articles for Music Survey, it took all of two months of pressure to persuade him to 
contribute. Then when we did receive what he had written (about the Spring Symphony) it 
was vapid. I think he felt in some way guilty about verbalising.
Blyth 1981, p. 88
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A trusted friend who was also a prominent commentator on Britten’s music, Donald 
MitchelP, recalled:
Analysis meant very little to [Britten]. Indeed I think he considered it positively 
dangerous to tinker about -to  intrude -in  areas that should be wholly the composer’s 
concern, his unconscious creative process.
Blyth 1981, p.134
The “note that is changed” that Britten and Holst were talking of is d-sharp2, the major third 
of a B major triad, which becomes e-flat2^^, the minor third of a C minor triad when the fifth 
B/F-sharp moves down a semitone to C/G. Although there is a major/minor confrontation 
underway here, it is not of the type that Britten was particularly prone to use when conveying 
moments of crisis. If one reads the symbolic meaning of major/minor peregrinations against a 
common root as “a fall or corruption taking place in the universe”, an alternative symbolic 
meaning in this different major/minor configuration -where the third itself remains stable and 
the root and fifth are the migrant elements -might be: “Into this universe, which has been 
corrupted, there remains an uncorrupted force”. The line of verse which Britten sets when this 
“extraordinary effect” (as Britten characterised it) occurs is:
“The Prince himself is come from heav’n”
It is thus tempting to interpret Britten’s use of this major/minor configuration as a symbol of 
the coming of God’s incorruptible saviour to the world, which has fallen (into the minor) from 
a state of grace (major).
Tn Freezing Winter Night’ evokes its title’s freezing atmosphere by tremolos in the harp, 
clearly depicting shivering. It is one of a number of the “vivid and concrete.. .iconic gestures” 
which secures the “incamational presence, the presence of the divine in earthly things”
(Wiebe 2005, p. 78) which is such an important ingredient of the medieval carol. The 
ubiquitous presence of the tritone D/A-flat in the first and third sections of the tripartite 
structure (accessible through Britten’s employment of the Phrygian^^ scale on G) is a more 
oblique reference to the title. But its fiirther darkening of the harmonic colour of the minor 
mode suggests it is connected to night.
Britten’s second Church Parable, The Burning Fiery Furnace (1966) was dedicated to Mitchell and his wife as 
a sign o f that friendship.
In an equal tempered tuning the tone does not in fact ‘change’ at all.
Britten was fond of puns and liked to include them in his music (See Bridcut 2006). It is possible that Britten 
used the Phrygian scale in ‘In Freezing Winter Night’ to pun on the association Freezer/Fridge[ian]. The “ship’s 
huge refrigerator”, which left such a lasting impression on Pears (see above) was, one recalls, just opposite the 
berth where Britten composed the carol.
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Night is a metaphor for the pre-Christian, non-redeemed world that Christ (the light of the 
world) turned into day: “Jam lucis orto sidere” -Now that the daylight fills the skies’ -as the 
fifteenth century carol Tn Bethlehem, that fair city’ has it {Oxford Book o f Carols, no. 120). 
Thus, it is appropriate that, as the incarnation is announced in Tn Freezing Winter Nigh’,
“The Prince himself is come from Heav’n”, the darkness of the tritone is finally annulled in 
the concluding G major chord.
As the music passes into G major in its middle section (in which the listener is drawn into the 
domestic scene of the stable where Christ was bom) the tritone, the symbol of a forlorn world, 
could have been eliminated by A-flat yielding to A-natural. But it is not entirely gone; 
Britten’s G major turns Lydian at bar 30 (the fifth bar of the G major middle section) and 
reintroduces the tritone (now G/C-sharp). It reminds us that Britten’s Lydian, nearly always 
his symbol for youth, innocence and purity, acquires its peculiar colour, i.e. the one most 
immediately recognisable to listeners more accustomed to the regular major mode, as a result 
of the tritone between the tonic (final) and the fourth scale degree. The tritone, the interval of 
darkness and danger, is therefore a significant component of the Lydian, just as Britten’s 
infatuation with young boys had both an innocent and charming aspect and a sinister one. 
Britten constantly had to fight the danger involved with his desire.
The harmonic summary, ex. X.l 1, shows just how concentrated on the interval of the third 
Britten’s constmctions in A Ceremony are. A special feature of ‘In Freezing Winter Night’ is 
the almost exact repetition of the five-tone arch shape phrase (marked gamma in ex. X.l 1) in 
both sections one and two and its abbreviated repetition in the third. An extraordinary treble 
solo, superimposed on the foreshortened recapitulation, encompasses both descant and, in this 
context, bass regions; the soloist’s final tone is the lowest vocal tone in the entire work. 
Stephen Allen sees the descent (from heaven to earth) as “poignantly illustrative of the price 
paid for man’s fall” (1999, p. 282).
Britten’s use of 5/4 metre adds yet another slightly disturbing dimension because it operates 
against the background of the metre 6/4, which is so often used in one of music’s most 
comforting types, the lullaby. The second beat is perpetually foreshortened, the rocking 
motion is uneven and the following bar is ushered in too early. The final chord, which 
eliminates both the tritone and the unsymmetrical metre, has a calming radiance the like of 
which can seldom have been granted a simple G major triad.
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‘Spring Carol’ and ‘Adam lay I-bounden’
‘Spring Carol’ is a paean to God’s creative work. This is a Harvest carol celebrating the 
creator-God rather than a Christmas carol celebrating the new coming; here are birds, deer, 
sheep and com, symbols of freedom, plenty and bounty.
In the harp part for this penultimate carol there are many upward glissandi. Britten wrote a 
specially adapted part for the alternative accompanying instrument, the piano. Quite apart 
from the fact that piano glissandi would introduce the pitch C-natural and disturb the pure 
Mixolydian collection, they would also prove too noisy for the essentially delicate texture of 
the piece. The ‘Spring Carol’ is another example in A Ceremony of Britten’s suspending 
music between two poles, A and D. Evans (1979) fixed on E and D (an interpretation 
supported by Mark (1995, p. 246)) which enabled him view the tonality of the final carol 
‘Adam lay i-bounden’, A minor, as equidistant from these two centres (p. 87). Despite the 
prominence of E minor triads in the vocal parts, it is difficult to justify Evans regarding E 
minor as a tme key centre in ‘Spring Carol’. Stripped to its essentials ‘Spring Carol’ is a 
prolonged V13-I progression in D major but, with A acting so strongly as a pedal, the music 
appears suspended in the Mixolydian on A: ex. X.12. The form of ‘Spring Carol’ is a 
palindrome; bars 1-18 prolong Vl3 and the climax arrives in bar 19 with an unequivocal 
cadence onto D major from where, after one bar’s prolongation, it returns to a prolongation of 
the Vl3 (bars 21-32).
‘Spring Carol’ was a late entry into A Ceremony and, like another late entry, ‘That yongë 
child’, it might be seen as an introductory companion to the following carol, ‘Adam lay i- 
bounden’. ‘Adam lay i-bounden’ is another palindrome, its harmonic summary being: i-IV-I 
in A minor ending in A major. But it is possible to view this in a different way; ‘Adam lay i- 
bounden’ presents a continuation of the tonality of ‘Spring Carol’ with D major as its tonic 
and A minor (later A major) as the dominants. This makes the harmonic summary of ‘Adam 
lay i-bounden’ match the V-I-V harmonic summary of ‘Spring Carol’ exactly. See ex. X.12.
In fact, the added tones in bars 63-76 of ‘Adam lay i-bounden’, which seem otherwise to 
appear untidy, can more neatly be accounted for by opting for this analysis: pitch G-natural is 
the flattened seventh, pitch D the eleventh. Their unresolved status at the end of ‘Adam lay i- 
bounden’ is explained by their dominant function to D major, the tonic which, because of the 
palindrome shape, appears before rather than after this dominant-eleventh chord. If ‘Adam lay 
i-bounden’ is considered to have A as its tonic, the accrual of G and D is less easily explained. 
The appearance of C-natural in the A major context of the ending of ‘Adam lay i-bounden’
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(from bar 64) makes it clear that Britten has retained the vocal phrase ‘Deo gracias’ from its 
earlier, A minor context. The choir, it seems -perhaps because they represent flawed 
humanity -are allowed to enjoy the bliss of A major until the very end but have to sing in the 
same manner or mode they were wont to do before, when Adam’s fall was interpreted as a 
blessing. This is therefore a reluctant and late “thanks be to god”, but it is achieved in the end. 
The motto “Deo gracias” was originally only the last line of the poem but Britten utilised it as 
a frame, not only of the whole carol, but also for two of the three verses of the carol. On each 
appearance it stays the same, with baroque French-overture rhythms emphasising its earthy 
vigour.
It is possible that the harp accompaniment to the verses, because of its insistent repetition of 
small motifs was, to some degree at least, inspired by Britten’s acquaintance with Balinese 
Gamelan music. The pentatonic cadences in bars 16 and 32 and a certain percussion-like 
quality in the s f  glissandi in the final section, point to the same source of inspiration. It was 
highly characteristic of Britten at this point in his development to employ any music-type he 
had to hand in the service of effective results. There was no irony intended when, in creating a 
new work, quite consciously English in tone, Britten found it handy to make references to a 
musical style hailing from Bali.
Three songs with piano; The Birds, ‘A New Year Carol’, from Friday Afternoons, The 
Oxen
Ceremony o f Carols was written at a time in Britten’s life when he appeared to be enjoying a 
period of an almost unstoppable flow of musical inspiration which was matched by a 
technical accomplishment he had worked hard over the last five years to obtain and maintain. 
It was also written at a time when Britten was unable to follow his former close friend, W H 
Auden, in his return to Anglican Christianity (Britten’s editing of Auden’s text to the Hymn to 
St Cecilia as evidence of this has been mentioned already). Writing a Christmas work was a 
good cover for Britten’s uncertain Christian faith; a broader, less committed attitude to faith 
could be absorbed into the celebration of the season with reflections on issues common to 
believers and waverers alike: birth and rebirth, purity, charity.
Britten had no such doubts about his Christian faith when he wrote the little song The Birds. It 
is probably the focus on the four-year-old Christ in the poem which allows The Birds to be
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regarded as a Christmas song/^ The Birds must have held a place of particular affection for 
Britten as it was dedicated to his mother and performed at her funeral in 1937. Although The 
Birds was not composed for the church, it is not out of place there (particularly at a Christmas 
service) and when Britten’s sister Beth was married in 1938, it was performed again at a 
church ceremony.
The Birds was composed in 1929 but Britten spent time and trouble revising it.^  ^Whilst 
taking tuition from Bridge, The Birds was discussed with his mentor:
I had a terrible struggle with this before finding what has been called ‘the right ending in 
the wrong key.’^ "^ Bridge made me go on and on with it, worrying out what hadn’t come 
right, until I spotted that the cycle of changing keys for each verse needed such an 
ending.
Britten 1963/Kildea 2003, p.250 
The ending Britten decided was needed for The Birds is one which strongly suggests that the 
whole “cycle of changing keys” could repeat in perpetuity, for it ends exactly where it begins, 
ex. X.l 3. This cycle of changing keys is produced when the mediant degree of the prevailing 
key becomes the root of the succeeding key, producing the following scheme:
Bars 1-7 E major
8-16 A-flat major 
17-27 C major 
28-30 E major
The melody of The Birds already displays an economy that was ever to be characteristic of 
Britten. The three verses all have three phrases. Verse 2 has the additional Latin phrase “Tw 
creasti, Domine"’^  ^appended at the end and yet, there are only two melodic shapes which are 
put together in the following construction:
phrase 2"  ^phrase 3^  ^phrase 
Verse 1 shape A shape B shape A
Verse 2 shape A shape B shape A
Latin appendix shape A
Verse 3 shape A shape B shape A
A recent reprint o f The Birds (Boosey and Hawkes) chooses a nativity scene for its cover picture and 
advertises Songs for Christmas on the back, which includes The Birds.
34
A brief perusal o f one o f the original versions is found in Mark 1995, p. 91.
The remark was Pears’s in the chapter he wrote on ‘The Vocal Music’ in Benjamin Britten, a commentary on
his works, ed. Mitchell and Keller 1952, p. 60. 
“thou hast created them, O Lord’
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Alignment plays a key role in the construction of The Birds and prevents the economic use of 
materials from becoming stale. For example, modulations are not aligned with the gaps 
between verses but take place during the penultimate bar of the third and final phrase of the 
verses so that the final phrase of the verse is always sung in the new key. The piano 
introductions to each verse (which involve subtle variations) are played in the new key too 
and so the gaucheness of a piano ‘intro’ which modulates is avoided. This has consequences 
for the disposition of the two melodic shapes. Shape A, for first phrases, begins on the tonic 
but for third phrases begins on the mediant. Because modulation is accomplished in the third 
phrase the second half of shape A ends as if it had commenced on the tonic. The third phrase 
of the melody proceeds in the new key before the harmonic support in the piano is 
forthcoming.
For the final verse, the vocal line breaks the sequence upwards and starts at the lower octave 
which enables singers to achieve a pianissimo in a practical range -an early example of 
Britten matching musical requirements to technical practicalities. The piano also breaks back 
an octave and arpeggios are relinquished in favour of an appropriate hymn-like 
accompaniment for the final prayer “Bless mine hands and fill mine eyes. And bring my soul 
to Paradise”. The third phrase of the final verse is detached from the second by a piano 
interpolation which neatly recovers the opening piano flourish in its original form with which 
the song ends. Passing note decorations added in the second verse, along with a few rhythmic 
alterations, disguise the remarkably slender melodic resources of this song.
As has already been discussed, texts for Christmas carols often contain references to rituals 
and symbols associated with the pre-Christian era. Often too the references, even to Christian 
symbols, can be obscure. In ‘A New Year Carol’ (from the collection Friday Afternoons, op.
7 of 1935) one finds the lines “Sing reign of Fair Maid, with gold upon her toe... Sing reign of 
Fair Maid, with gold upon her chin”. Whilst the ‘Fair Maid’ can easily be understood as a 
reference to the Virgin, the ornamental gold is an oddity. The meaning of the refrain ''Sing 
levy dew, the water and the Wine, The seven bright gold wires and the bugles that do shine’’ -  
the reference to the communion elements of water and wine apart -has not been satisfactorily 
explained.^^
The resources used in ‘A New Year Carol’ are even slenderer than they were for The Birds. 
The basic design comprises nothing more sophisticated that the unfolding and folding back of
“Levy dew” might be a phonetic version o f the French “Levée Dieu” i.e. “Rise, O God”. References to “seven 
bright gold wires” might pertain to an image found in the Biblical Revelation to St John: “I saw seven golden 
lampstands”. Rev 1, 12.
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the octave e-flat 1 to e-flat2 over an enlarged I V I  in E flat major. But the management of a 
limited number of melodic cells and the psychological rightness of the timing of the climax 
has produced a miniature with a surprisingly powerful musical effect. The basic melodic cell 
is the interval of a third which unfolds a compound two-part structure which lasts right up 
until the climactic e-flat 1 (ex. X.14). The upper voice-leading revealed when the compound 
texture is elucidated accounts for the apparent disjunct motion to a-flat 1 in bar 8; structurally 
it is not a leap from e-flat 1 but a neighbour-tone diminution in the upper voice. The piano 
right-hand chord makes the compound texture in the voices manifest. In bars 9-10 a 
background hemiola made up of three minims, formed by the dyads g 1/e-flat 1, b-flat 1/gl and 
a-flatl/fl, provides a telling friction against the constant trochaic ostinato in the piano 
accompaniment. In bar 16, the lower compound voice a-flat 1 is missing in the vocal line and 
only putatively present. But a-flat is present however in the piano voice. A similar voice 
substitution occurs in bar 18 at the climax of the melody where perhaps one would expect e- 
flat2 to be harmonised by I. But the harmony is ii7 and the putative c2 is physically present in 
the piano voice. Yet another example of Britten’s predilection for pedals occurs in ‘A New 
Year Carol’ where E-flat and B-flat move in preparation for and at the climax. Up to bar 12, 
the accompanying harmonies have colluded with the melody supplying alternate I and V9 
over the pedal E-flat and B-flat. As the refrain begins in bar 13 (“Sing levy dew”), the 
harmonic support is enriched; 17 (the acoustic result of iii over the pedal fifth) and IV bolster 
the compound thirds. At the melodic climax, the bass unfolds the third G-E-flat supporting the 
chords iii7, ii7 and I. The motion is timed to bring the melodic climax on e-flat2 together with 
Ü7, a coup de théâtre no less effective for being on a miniature scale. Another typical Britten 
characteristic is the apparent reversal of the cadential chords to accompany the final two bars 
of the vocal phrase (ex.X.15). But the expedient is necessary in order to preserve the metric 
symmetry of the song^ .^ The third refrain offers a variation with the bass proceeding by step 
to the dominant in the penultimate bar and cadencing correctly on I for the final melody tone. 
The melodic climax on e-flat2 is harmonised again by ii7 but in its second inversion (Ü4/3). 
The wider spaced piano arpeggios seem, by some trigger of the imagination, to be an 
evocation of the “seven bright gold wires”.
Thomas Hardy’s The Oxen is perhaps the most commonly known agnostic Christmas poem. It 
is popular because Hardy suggests that beyond unknowing lies, at the very least, hope.
Placing chord V9 in bar 19 would upset the symmetry o f the song necessitating either the voices coming in on 
the next verse (metrically) a bar too soon or the addition of an extra bar in order to bring the alternating harmony 
in line i.e. metrically a bar too late.
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Though a miniature, The Oxen (1967) (scored for women’s voices and piano) is a fascinating 
piece. It is remarkable for its atmosphere of edgy-calmness (a description which might serve 
Hardy’s poem too) and for its almost obsessive quartal harmony, unique in Britten.
Economy and austerity characterise Britten’s setting. Britten’s music around this time was 
markedly tougher in style (Songs and Proverbs o f William Blake (1965), Voices o f  Today 
(1965), The Golden Vanity (1966) Children’s Crusade (1969)) and even though The Oxen 
was written for amateurs it partakes, to some extent, of that toughness and seriousness. Britten 
was still much occupied with the complexities of Eastern music and the extensions these had 
added to his technical skill; the third Church Parable (The Prodigal Son) was still to be 
written (1968). The text of The Oxen, although not one of Hardy’s bleakest poems,^^ is 
nevertheless set at midnight, the ‘dead’ of night (Britten obligingly strikes twelve in the piano 
accompaniment) and includes the line “I should go with him in the gloom”. This was not 
likely to elicit from Britten one of his happier pieces. Whilst writing the song cycle Winter 
Words (1953) Britten was reading through the poet’s work to find appropriate poems to fill 
out the cycle or a collection. He remarked that “they were all so depressing” (Grogan 2007, 
p. 254).
Nothing characterises the toughness of Britten’s response in The Oxen so readily than the 
predominance of fourths, uncompromisingly stacked up on top of each other. Far more 
characteristic of Britten was the stacking of the third. A chord constructed solely of fourths is 
not a comforting construction; there is no third to confirm a tendency towards optimism 
(major) or pessimism (minor). Western composers have invested, emotionally, in major and 
minor triads for over four hundred years and they are a powerful tool in Britten’s musical 
language.'^^
The parallel motion of the quartal chords in The Oxen might suggest a textural kinship with 
the triadic activity in ‘Before Life and After’, the final song of Winter Words (1953), but there
The text was chosen by Britten from a selection sent to him by members o f the Women’s Institute.
John Evans wrote “when Britten was writing a song cycle, particularly one based on the work o f a single poet, 
he would often complete more settings than he was likely to require before deciding the final shape o f the 
work...so in the Britten Archive at Aldeburgh there are unpublished settings o f Auden, Rimbaud, Michelangelo, 
Donne, Hardy, Blake and Soutar” (1987/rev. 2001).
Perhaps no better demonstrated than in Britten’s overtly triadic Billy B u dd(\95 \). At the most 
superficial level, Billy and Captain Vere predominantly sing in major modes whilst Claggart sings in a minor 
one. The pivotal interval o f the opera, the perfect fifth, provides a symbol for the moral dimension o f man onto 
which can be grafted by God (or the composer) the salvation o f the major third or the damnation o f the minor 
third.
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the triadic harmony offered closure at the end. In The Oxen the quartal chords are suspended 
in a non-tonic universe: there is no decisive closure.
The Oxen relies, for its dynamic tension, on the following: register (bells ring out on c2 and 
c3, the cattle low in the great octave); the relation of the melodic material to the chordal 
accompaniment (whether melodic tones are contained in the chords supporting them -some 
harsh dissonances are employed to depict the gloomy pen); and, to some extent, the 
composition of the quartal chords and whether or not they posses perfect fourths or 
augmented fourths. There is relative relief, in bars 23-34, when triads make a brief appearance 
though they are hardly unencumbered by added tones; The Oxen contains no pure major or 
minor triads. The quartal chord a/dl/gl, with which the setting begins, behaves as if it were a 
tonic chord, with pitch G as the rallying pitch of the song. Although the song doesn’t end 
upon this key quartal chord, some closure is reached when the last bass tone reaches pitch IG. 
Britten alights upon the a/dl/gl chord regularly and it clearly serves as an articulator in the 
building up of the phrase-periods. Britten deliberately misaligns the start of the second period; 
the piano accompaniment signals the start of it (by employing the home quartal chord) before 
the singers have finished the first period (bar 7). This misalliance offsets the potentially 
monotonous quarter-note tread of the accompaniment.
The most characteristic Britten moment in The Oxen occurs between bars 26 and 33, not only 
because of the appearance of third triads, but also because of the colouration of the 13^  ^chord 
(root A) and the brief imitative counterpoint with Dorian colouring in the voice part. The 
Oxen, despite its sobriety and dour detachment, does contain some entertaining 
onomatopoeia. The church bell tolling twelve has already been mentioned. Lowing of cattle is 
imitated in the bass, beginning in bar 8. The most inventive of these imitative musical devices 
begins in bar 17. It is, perhaps, impossible to say what sound the notion of “fancy” would 
make, yet the staccato semiquaver figuration in the piano right hand seems to capture it 
uncannily. This highly developed skill in metamorphosing images, feelings, states of mind 
into music is one of Britten’s most specialised traits. Both the ‘cattle’ and the ‘fancy’ motifs 
are derived fi*om the horizontal presentation of the initial quartal chord. The derivation of 
vocal phrases from the top voice of the piano accompaniment, in a different tempo (which 
also counterbalances the regular quarter-note chime of the accompaniment), may be seen as a 
fiirther example of Britten’s interest in hétérophonie textures.
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A Wealden Trio (The Song of the Women)
A Wealden Trio was one of a number of compositions Britten submitted to the Royal College 
of Music in 1930 in his successful bid for a scholarship there. Britten revised this ‘carol for 
women’s voices’ in 1967, the same year he composed The Oxen. The following discussion 
concerns the revised (published) version only.
Matching the form of the poem, Britten contrasts solo sections (one each for soprano 1, 
soprano 2 and alto) with sections in which all three join together (or which can sung by a 
chorus). The poem might have invited a strophic setting but Britten resists this whilst ensuring 
that the three soloists sing material which is melodically related. The refrain-like ensemble 
sections offer more variation from each other but (as was quite typical of Britten, even at the 
early stages of his composing life) draw on a restricted pool of melodic and rhythmic motifs 
which also serve the solos. The whole is therefore an inventive mixture of through-composed 
or narrative material and rondo. It is an experiment in expansion of the verse-refrain-verse- 
refrain pattern very common in traditional carols (e.g. The Holly and the Ivy, The First 
‘Nowell! ’, Angels from the Realms o f Glory) and with which Britten would probably have 
been very familiar through singing them at church, at home and listening to Christmas choral 
concerts.
Much of the counterpoint o f A Wealden Trio appears to be a highly individual application of 
academic devices -suspensions, anticipations, passing tones, neighbour tones. Britten was 
able to get beyond a mechanical demonstration of these and exploit them in a contrapuntal 
texture which impresses both as technique (in the fluency and consistent density of the 
textures) and expression. Through this, Britten really connects with the drama and pitiable life 
of the three women. The resulting polyphony already resembles the type one would later 
recognises as typically Brittenesque; it is rich in thirds and seconds especially. Slowed down, 
the polyphony of A Wealden Trio is strikingly similar to that of ‘There is no Rose’ from The 
Ceremony o f Carols but it is put to rougher, ruder ends.
Britten’s A Wealden Trio is quite consciously written against the background of the 
Traditional English carol and, for all its contrapuntal acumen, manages to retain an earthy 
realism redolent of folk music. What is particularly interesting is the original twist Britten 
constantly gives to standard formulas. This can be particularised by comparing the first solo 
o f A Wealden Trio, “When ye’ve got a child” (bars 1-6) with an authentic traditional carol -
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Cover dale’s Carol, ex. X.l 6. Cover dale’s Carol has four phrases which follow a standard, 
cogent harmonic plan‘d^ presented in figure 1 below.
Britten’s plan is significantly different; his first phrase functions more as a second phrase so 
that the tonic, G minor, has hardly been established before there is a move away from it 
towards the mediant. Britten’s second phrase functions more like a third, staying on the 
mediant but extending the harmony by employing a Lydian fourth. Britten’s third phrase 
unfolds the same basic progression as Coverdale ’s Carol’s third phrase, but more 
adventurously. Britten’s fourth phrase (in which the chorus join in) consists of two halves: the 
first cadencing on iv, the second proceeding from i to V(v). In this way Britten deliberately 
avoids tonic closure. In Coverdale’s Carol, the fourth phrase restabilises G minor (Aeolian):
Figure 1 Coverdale’s Carol A Wealden Trio
phrase 1 i-(V or v) phrase 1 i-III
phrase 2 i-V/III phrase 2 III
phrase 3 III-V (or v) phrase 3 III-V/(III)i-V(v)
phrase 4 i phrase 4 V(v)-Vi-iv-i-V(v)
Britten’s second verse brings further expansion in phrases two and three by progressing from 
B-flat to D-flat major and then to F minor (a familiar progression in thirds) before the 
chorusing fourth phrase comes to rest on a Phrygian C minor. The third verse begins in F 
minor. From here the remainder of A Wealden Trio expands the tonal space between F minor 
and tonic G minor. It does this via C minor (cadencing briefly on its dominant G major, bar 
30), D minor and C minor again. There is nothing of particularly originality in this tonal 
scheme, although the preference for C minor (the subdominant) over D major (the dominant) 
suggests that G Aeolian is prioritised over G minor. The resourceful counterpoint which 
sustains this scheme is, however, highly original. The texture is busy and restless and does not 
resort to a common texture, fugue, or overburdening homophony. The texture expands from a 
single melodic strand to three then contracts again to two without loss of energy; it is an 
unorthodox texture, difficult to categorise in conventional terms. Melodic shapes are canalised 
from the solos so that the whole forms a continuous, sinewy essay.
Britten’s carol extends technique far beyond the typical traditional carol, for example, 
Coverdale’s Carol, which clearly provides a stylistic model. Britten’s expansions do not
Vaughan Williams’ harmonisation {Oxford Book o f  Carols, pp. 268-9) realises this harmonic plan almost 
exactly but avoids Ill-i in the third phrase, opting for i-VII-iv.
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solely demonstrate technical prowess (even though they do that too) but are also an expressive 
response to the hard work the singing of carols must be under the social conditions Ford 
conveys in his poem. These hardships must have struck the young Britten whose own home 
comforts must have contrasted so sharply, particularly at Christmas. For the women in the 
poem, the jollity engendered by singing carols sounds like mocking; it is an activity powerless 
to alleviate the conditions of poverty, unemployment and deprivation that they encounter 
daily. Britten’s musical setting suggests great sympathy with the plight of these unfortunates. 
There is an early but prescient example of Britten’s employment of musical irony at the end 
of A Wealden Trio; comfort is denied the singers even in the final chord which comes to rest 
unstably on the first inversion of the tonic minor chord.
A Hymn to the Virgin and The Sycamore Tree
A feature of Britten’s creative life was his attachment to many of his early compositions. 
Where Britten thought pieces contained real, albeit modest, merit they were later revised and 
prepared for publication. This show of favouritism was, in some ways, eccentric,"^  ^dictated 
often by the composer’s desire to preserve his childhood rather than to improve his standing 
as a serious composer of the twentieth century. Two Choral Songs, as Britten called them, A 
Hymn to the Virgin and The Sycamore Tree (originally t i t l e d three Ships), were written 
whilst Britten was in his final term at Gresham’s private school in 1930. There is some 
superficial and unimportant melodic resemblance between the two (for example, the melody 
of the semi-chorus of A Hymn to the Virgin and the sequential consequent of the first phrase 
of The Sycamore Tree utilise the same two motivic cells) but the pair of pieces are more 
remarkable for their contrast to each other. One is serene and serious; the other is witty and 
texturally busy. Although neither composition bears the name anthem, performance in church 
(and even in a church service) must have been in the back of Britten’s mind, at least for the 
Hymn. Both compositions have clear models in the English carol tradition which would grant 
both a place in a church Christmas service and concert.
Britten’s rejection o f some of his work is understandable, even to his keenest admirers. Britten withdrew 
Young Apollo (1939), and Mark (1995) comments “it is not difficult to see why ...it is over repetitive, vastly 
over-exploits the sound o f the A major triad, and contains much empty rhetoric” (p. 164). It is not difficult, 
either, to see why Britten failed to rescue his 1934 Jubilate Deo in E-jlat; the piece struggles to carry through 
consistency of motivic patterns inventive enough to sustain even its modest length (see chapter IX for a fuller 
discussion o f this work). Conversely, it is difficult to understand why Britten withdrew the colourful and 
inventive Occasional Overture (1946) and turned his back on the ballet Prince o f  the Pagodas, which he 
described as “that beastly work” (ed. Palmer 1984, note p. 193). At other times, Britten seemed to sanction the 
publication o f youthful miniatures (e.g. Five Waltzes (1970)) whose merits must be measured against the age o f  
the composer at the time of composition. Britten’s attachment or rejection of a work was sometimes affected 
more by his personal attachment to it rather than its genuine musical worth.
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A Hymn to the Virgin was revised for publieation in 1934 but, even before this, the composer 
had carried out modest modifications. A glimpse of Britten’s editorial practice is available, 
without a visit to the Britten archive at Aldeburgh, by comparing reproductions of two 
manuscripts of the Hymn in two published studies on the composer. One is given on the back 
cover of the 1980 edition of Imogen Holst’s book The Great Composers: Britten; the other is 
found in Appendix I of Christopher Mark’s Early Benjamin Britten, 1995. The differences 
between these two are small but they indicate that, even when carrying out the mundane task 
of copying, Britten was ever alert to possible improvements.
The final published version of the Hymn was substantially as Britten conceived it from the 
start; the transposition down from B-flat minor to A minor may not have been anything more 
that a practical matter. Some chromatic ehording (which is a reminder that Britten enjoyed 
Victorian hymn tunes) was eliminated, making more consistent the predominantly modal 
expression of the piece.
The Sycamore Tree was not revised until 37 years later, in 1967, although in April 1934 
“[Britten] attempted to revise T saw three ships’ but without success” (Mitchell and Reed 
1991, p. 151). Given the intricate and sophisticated counterpoint of this carol it is not 
surprising that the young Britten failed to improve or refine it to his satisfaction. It required 
the apparatus of a matured technician.
The ca 1300 macaronic text of A Hymn to the Virgin alternates English and Latin phrases.^^ 
Britten chose to stratify this by allotting the English sentences to a main SATB chorus and the 
Latin ones to a semi-chorus or solo quartet. This imaginative realisation (which might have 
been inspired by the alternate musical dialogue Decani and Cantoris employed with church 
choirs whilst singing psalms; the style of the predominantly homophonie Hymn is reminiscent 
of Anglican chanting) was employed again by Britten, in a slightly different way, in the Hymn 
to St Peter in 1955.
Britten uses simple harmonic progressions in A Hymn but the voice-leading is so unforced yet 
shapely that its limited resource is subsumed into its poetic expression. For example, there is 
little of harmonic novelty in the progression iv6-V-VI-i, yet, as the progression is divided 
between the full chorus and the semichorus and then back again, with their different sound- 
textures, it seems to have fresh life breathed into it which transcends its basic banality. After
“The ‘es’ in Britten’s final verse is possibly a scribal misreading o f ‘ec’ (also)” (Keyte and Parrott 1992, p. 
418). This would certainly explain the incongruous ‘es’ perilously perched at the end o f the penultimate line o f  
the poem.
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the established alternating pattern of verse one and two, the platting together of the two vocal 
groups in verse three comes as a textural surprise. The gradual separating out again of the two 
distinct groups towards the end of the Hymn (bars 24-29) displays a gift for the crafting and 
timing of such moments rare in seventeen year old composers.
The melody of the Hymn flows so easefiilly and spontaneously that it is almost shocking to 
recognise how economically and artlessly it is constructed; the semi-chorus uses barely more 
than two intervals, a step up and a third down."^ "^
The climax is reached in bar 23 with the singing of the highest pitch of the Hymn in the 
soprano (supported by the highest tones sung by the alto and bass too). Here is the first 
expansion of C major, the relative major of the Hymn’s tonic A minor. That Britten reserved 
an expanded modulation to C major for this climactic purpose is indicative of an ability that 
was to feature very strongly in his mature music; this was the ability to organise the harmonic 
plan of a piece so as to maximise the effect of straightforward harmonies. Here, it is the 
placing and pacing which are critical, not the range of harmonic colour.
The Hymn to the Virgin may have appealed to Britten on account of its naivety shown in a 
child’s vision of (motherly) purity. But Britten would surely have recognised its technical 
competency as well.
The Sycamore Tree is a subtle mixture of strophic and variation form; each verse presents a 
version of the theme given in verse one to the sopranos."^  ^The harmonic scheme of The 
Sycamore Tree is (rather uncharaeteristieally) uneventfully conventional: I-V-VA^-IV-I. Only 
the juxtaposition of G major and B-flat major (VA^-IV of F major) typifies Britten’s 
preference for third related harmonic areas. Busy counterpoint keeps the texture thoroughly 
energised. It is unorthodox (as opposed to the harmonic scheme) and avoids both banality and 
academic blandness. There are numerous examples of deliberate breaking of conventional 
harmony rules, for example: parallel sevenths in bar 3, parallel octaves in bars 13-14, parallel 
fifths in bars 19-20, parallel unisons in bar 26; suspension figures which are unprepared and
^  The coda o f Britten’s anthem Whoso dwelleth under the defence o f the most High (1937) uses the same 
melodic formula. See chapter Villa.
Britten’s main theme bears a strong resemblance to the children’s song Oh the big ship sails on the ally-ally- 
oh (ex. X .l7). Since the original title o f The Sycamore Tree was Three ships, it suggests the possibility that 
the resemblance might be more than pure coincidence. Britten was not averse to taking existing traditional 
melodies as a basis for his own original work: e.g. A-roving in Plymouth Town (1931), Picardy in Chorale after 
an Old French Carol (1944), and old English ballad melodies in The Golden Vanity (1966). Essentially, this was 
the same principle Britten used in his Church Parables.
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unresolved, bars 18-19; blatant tautology, bars 32-33. All of this suggests that Britten was 
gently mocking baroque fugal style.
Perhaps Britten’s hardest job (and the one he could not accomplish to his satisfaction in 1934) 
was to mould his busy counterpoint into making illustrative points: a peal of bells for the line 
“and all the bells on earth do ring” (bar 35-36); the distinctly woozy-sounding melisma to 
respond to the line “Saint John sat in the hom"^ ”^ (bars 32-33) and a little song-solo for Mary 
(bars 17-20). The fanfare motif on the words “For joy” (bars 22-23) utilises one of the cliches 
of fugal ehorus and might be considered as a jibe at some of Anglican church music’s less 
inspired repertoire which all too often resorted to just such cliché; its effect here is comical. 
The allargando ending is surely a tribute to Handel -e.g. the ending of the ‘Hallelujah 
Chorus’ of Messiah.
The Sycamore Tree, for all its minor significance in Britten’s oeuvre, does prompt a question 
of great significance; what style is typical Britten style? Without attempting to answer that 
question in a comprehensive way, it is possible to see where the answer might lie by enquiring 
into Britten’s choice to set The Sycamore Tree text in what amounts to a baroque pastiche. 
Throughout his career, Britten was never afraid of appropriating stylistic models. These were 
always moulded to his purpose but there was never an issue of propriety. This was a 
characteristic of Britten’s music that Michael Tippett identified very clearly:
Britten must make his music out of his own creative gifts in relation always to the 
music of our forebears. So that he is inescapably involved in a fiendish problem of 
choice. That is, for each work he has to choose (in his finest works only after 
agonising struggles) the style and substance afresh and in relation to some tradition.
For the purposes of his own music, in nearly every work, his intuitions in this respect 
were infallible
Tippett 1963/Blyth 1981, p. 66
For Britten, the question was not “Should I be writing in a Handelian style?” it was, “What 
musical response does this text call out for?” and if the answer was, “Handel would have done 
it superbly” Britten saw no reason not to learn a stylistic lesson from Handel. This was an 
aspect of Britten’s composing that personality Erwin Stein, one of the most style-conscious of 
all commentators on Britten, recognised quite clearly:
Britten is not a musical thinker like Schoenberg or a poet like Mahler, but the composer 
pure and simple, that is, a professional musician and craftsman-composer... His artistic 
principles are broad and solely determined by what is suitable for the work he is about to
Horn = prow.
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write. Pureell is as near to him as Verdi, and Handel as near as Berg. One may find traces 
of many composers in his music, yet they are assimilated into his own individual idiom.
Stein 1953, p. 150
If it appeared to Britten that what might suitably project the text of The Sycamore Tree was a 
stylistic model about two hundred years old, this did not strike him as misguided or musically 
invalid. Britten’s awareness of music’s power to communicate its expressive message, 
irrespective of its age, allowed him to trust historical models and reinvent them in a 
contemporary context. Britten is known to have disliked the notion of pastiche"^  ^but he was 
unashamedly indebted to composers from the past and never regarded the modelling of his 
own music on the successfiil examples of previous composers as a weakness or as a sign of a 
lack of invention. What comes as a surprise in the two early choral pieces, A Hymn to the 
Virgin and The Sycamore Tree, is not the appropriation of mannerisms identifiable as being 
on loan. It is the degree to which, at the age of seventeen, Britten emerges as an identifiable 
composer in his own right.
Christas Nativity, Christmas Suite for Chorus
Britten’s training at the Royal College of Music (1930-1933) included completing exercises in 
counterpoint in Palestrina style."^  ^Even when these exercises extended to the completion of a 
complete Mass, there was never any intention that they would be performed. The work was 
simply a discipline, a measure of technique in its purest academic form. The pieces Britten 
wrote in addition, his original work, must have been written with the intention of their being 
heard. But even some of these bear the look of ideas worked out on paper, concerned more 
with the manipulation of material rather than the practicality of physical performance. In 
particular, the technical difficulties Britten created for choral singers in some of this original 
work might suggest that he carried over into it more than a hint of a demonstration of 
technique. These pieces were perhaps designed for tutorial scrutiny, rather than as realistic 
additions to choral repertoire. However, now that Christ’s Nativity^'^ can be heard (live or in 
recordings) as well as seen, there is proof of an objectivity, rare in Britten, supporting the idea
In 1935, after having heard a newly composed section o f Gloriana Imogen Holst commented to Britten that 
she felt he had “got the right Elizabethan flavour with contemporary materials”. Holst was then given the strict 
instmction to “swear to tell [Britten] directly it began to turn into a pastiche” (ed. Grogan 2007, p. 148).
See ed. Mitchell and Reed 1991, pp. 150, 153 and 154.
The work was originally called Thy K ing’s Birthday and is often indexed as such in critical literature. On 
publication in 1994, however, the work had acquired the title Christ’s  Nativity, taken from the title o f the first 
number, a setting o f words by Henry Vaughan.
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that the composer was deliberately applying some of the disciplines required of his Palestrina 
exercises to real music.
Whether Britten set out to compose a composite work (the inconsistency of the vocal scoring 
might suggest not) is not entirely clear but, in March 1931, he put together five choral 
settings. All of these, written between 13*^  January and 11^  ^March of that year, form a suite 
linked by the common theme of the nativity. Although the suite begins and ends in G major, 
its tonal organisation, otherwise, does not appear to be as consciously planned as later works 
certainly were. Here, the emphasis is on individual movements which stand quite happily 
alone. Britten saw no problem, either in having performed or in preparing for publication, a 
single carol, no. 2, ‘Sweet was the Song’. Presumably by design, however, there is one linking 
musical theme which appears in three of the carols: ex. X.l 8. The prominence of the interval 
of the third and fourth occurs in many of the themes of the work (e.g. in bars 3-4 of 
‘Preparations’, bars 4-5, of ‘New, Prince, New Pomp, and bars 7-9 of ‘Carol of King Cnut’) 
and in the harmony. Christ’s Nativity begins and ends boldly with the fourth prominent in the 
harmony and many of the chords’ ‘preparations’ gain their particular colour through the 
inclusion of the interval -bars 10-14, for example. But this is not cause for much analytical 
excitement. Britten’s conscious practice at this time was to exhaust the combinational 
possibilities of a tiny pool of motives. Whether this economy should ultimately be used as the 
principal measure of the music’s quality is doubtful although it clearly has its use in offering 
kinship to the tapestry of themes. Britten’s resourcefulness in Christ’s Nativity narrowly 
avoids too tiresome a use of the third and the fourth but the suite’s most tender carol, ‘Sweet 
was the Song’, is the one in which the working out of these intervals seems less ostentatious 
and less premeditated. It is also the carol which is most recognisably Britten. Mark thinks “[it] 
seems more fully achieved and, through its simplicity, warm sonorities, and ambivalent 
modality, most indicative of the Britten to come.” (ed. Cooke 1999, p. 32).^  ^It may also be 
seen as the most English of the carols in the suite although the pithy quality of some of the 
three quicker carols (‘Christ’s Nativity, ‘Preparations’ and ‘Carol of King Cnut’) is close in 
spirit to the more robust style of English carol.^^
Evans is less convinced o f the carol’s merits; he found the carol to be “a more routine 1930s response” (1996, 
p. 552).
The first movement o f Britten’s suite, Christ’s Nativity, presages a style that became synonymous with 
Modem English Carols from the mid 20‘*’ century o f which Walton’s What Cheer (1961), Rodney Bennett’s Out 
o f  Your Sleep (1967) and Mathias’ Sir Christèmus (1970) are examples. Walton’s Belshazzar’s Feast (1931) had 
not reached Britten’s eyes or ears (see ed. Mitchell and Reed 1991, p. 217) when he wrote Christ’s Nativity, so 
any perceived closeness in spirit is either purely coincidental or is evidence o f a shared common source -  
Stravinsky perhaps being the most obvious.
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1. ‘Christ’s Nativity’
The profligacy of themes in ‘Christ’s Nativity’ seems unmanageable. Britten’s themes are, for 
the most part, rather plain and appear designed to sustain a contrapuntal texture in a quasi 16* 
century fashion while jettisoning the concomitant dissonance management. The experiment is 
strangely un-Britten-like and the utilitarian handling of the text is quite uncharacteristic. There 
is, however, undeniable energy, and Britten successfully maintains interest by allowing the 
focus of attention to pass through all the different voices. The flexibility of texture works to 
the carol’s advantage too. At the climax, there are six voices (bars 125-126); in bars 39-40, 
there is only one. From the theme shown in ex.X.18, all the themes of ‘Christ’s Nativity’ are 
generated. In retrograde, it generates one passage which can more easily be identified as 
Britten-like: a series of falling thirds, bars 93-103.
Evans observed that
The opening setting of Henry Vaughan’s [Christ’s Nativity] is unified by recurrences of 
the initial ‘Awake’ signal, and more pervasively by the major seconds that characterize 
its harmony.
1996, p. 552
The resourceful utilisation of the signal produces some of the movement’s most inventive 
passages: bars 28-31, bars 36-39 and bars 62-64. G major is a nominal tonic but has little 
genuine gravitational power. Occasional triads alighted upon are coincidental to the tonic and 
play no part in the unfolding of a consciously tonal essay.
2. ‘Sweet was the Song’
Britten heard only two of the movements of Christ’s Nativity performed in his lifetime:
‘Sweet was the Song’ for Contralto soloist and SSAA choir, and ‘New Prince, New Pomp’. 
Britten also published ‘Sweet was the Song’ in 1966.
Although the first verse refers to ‘the Virgin’ in the third person, in the second the Virgin 
herself sings: “My Son and eke a Saviour bom”. Britten allots both verses to the solo contralto 
and so it appears that the Virgin of Britten’s ‘Sweet was the Song’ does not herself actually 
sing but is only reported to do so. The setting therefore restricts itself to a dialogue between a 
commentator and a choms who sing only the comforting sounds associated traditionally with 
cradle-songs. At a later stage in his development it would, perhaps, have been more 
characteristic of Britten to exploit as many levels as possible in his setting; his dramatist’s 
instincts might have sought out opportunities to make prominent -o r even supply -strata so 
that some dramatic situation could be created and worked out. Britten’s handling of the text of
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the Hymn to St Peter, written just over twenty years later in 1955, is just one example of the 
practice. Perhaps the boldest example of Britten’s stratification technique is found in the War 
Requiem, 1962. Whilst the interspersion of poems by Owen into the Mass for the Dead is the 
most obvious aspect of this stratification treatment, Britten’s setting of the Latin text is, in 
itself, already richly layered. The soprano soloist, boys’ choir and full chorus (further divided 
in certain sections into male voices and female voices) separate out, as it were, various parts 
of the liturgical rite. It is this clear definition of different strata which allows the extra level of 
Owen’s poetry to fit into the scheme so successfully.
A basic i-iv-i in B minor harmonic scheme underlies each of the two verses and the coda of 
‘Sweet was the Song’ but, at the beginning, an expressive point is made by exploiting the 
potential tonal ambiguity of the solo line which could be heard in either D major or B minor. 
The cadence on to G major (bar 6) leaves the matter unsettled. When, at bar eleven, the 
melody introduces the pitch C-natural, it is a moot point as to whether this pitch implies a 
progression to A minor or if it is a Mixolydian flattened seventh. Britten sidesteps both 
options by harmonising it as a C major chord. The fourth phrase of the solo melody, which 
gives the appearance of being the closing period of the theme -continuing the standard pattern 
of four-bar phrases (to which the chorus add their two bar commentary) -actually cadences on 
Dorian E (bar 19). This turns out, however, not to be the final phrase of the period. The final 
phrase of the opening period begins in bar 20 and, during the course of its five-bars, finally 
determines B minor as the tonic. The chorus extends the verses in smooth contrapuntal 
carolling. Britten’s sophisticated play between tonal centres is a good deal more discernable 
here than at other times during Christ’s Nativity. Only where Britten has very clear tonal 
centres is it possible to exploit their potential double meanings. Elsewhere, where the clarity 
of tonal focus is lost or too remote to be effectively sensed, appreciation of the musical 
argument is shifted to the surface detail alone and the traditional harmonic tensions are 
disarmed.
3. ‘Preparations’
Britten’s contrapuntal bustle in the main part of this movement, Molto vivace (bars 1-68), is a 
rather literal response to the phrase “How should we stir ourselves”. The change from 
preparations for a visit from a temporal King to a visit from “The King of Heaven” is marked 
by a mostly homophonie texture from bar 68, delivered at a slower and ever decelerating 
pace. It is clear that Britten wanted to mirror, in his music, the inner preparations required for 
this visit; again, this is a literal response.
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Britten’s decision to set the anonymous 17* century poem for double choir was probably 
taken so that he could put the lessons he had learned by the academic study of Palestrina 
counterpoint in eight parts to better use. One of the lessons such study teaches is the practice 
of introducing a new theme for each new portion of the text. Here, as in the first movement of 
the suite, each new theme is shaped firom elements of a previous one. This principle is so 
consciously applied here that economy appears to be an end in its own right. The choral 
variations o f A Boy was Born, completed two years later, were to take the principle a step 
further by forming a whole cycle which was united by a tiny store of motives. Christ’s 
Nativity can, in some respects, be viewed as a trial run.
The somewhat cluttered texture of ‘Preparations’ (a distinctly un-Anglican trait because the 
ideal of conveying a text is clearly abused) makes it easier to appreciate Britten’s achievement 
of lightness of texture in later choral works. Already, the second and third movements of 
A.M.D.G. (1939) (which were looked at in detail in chapter Villa) look more transparent in 
texture. By the time Britten came to compose Hymn to St Cecilia (1942), his skill in creating 
scherzo-like choral movements with busy counterpoint, which never appear to thicken the 
texture, was highly developed. Although in ‘Preparations’, Britten was handling eight voices, 
not just four, the impression of cluttered activity is not solely due to this; it is also caused by 
busy harmonic activity. Surface motives constantly draw the ear in new tonal directions 
unanchored to a clear tonal scheme. Britten seems to address this by arriving at an 
unequivocal C major chord, the nominal tonic, and sustaining it through nine bars (50-58).
The harmonic adventurousness of the previous forty-nine bars, however, make this tonal 
episode sound incongruous; C major may nominally be the tonic but it has played so little part 
in the unfolding of the first forty-nine bars that its arrival in bar fifty sounds out of place. The 
last two of these pure C major bars are actually a recapitulation of the opening material and 
the bars immediately following on, bars 59-67, exemplify Britten’s tendency in ‘Preparations’ 
to undermine C major’s ability to exert its tonal power over the movement. Within the next 
eight bars, pitches are introduced which severely challenge the status of C as tonic: B, F- 
sharp, C-sharp, and even diatonic shapes avoid confirming C as the principal triad.
Much later, in 1945, Britten was able to achieve what, it appears, he was aiming to achieve 
with this moment in ‘Preparations’. The ending of the first movement of his Second String 
quartet also presents a pure C major chord. The rightness of the chord, in this instance, lies in 
its bringing into the foreground a sonority which is latent throughout the movement, even in 
its most complex chromatic passages.
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4. ‘New Prince, New Pomp’
A lot can be learned about Britten’s technical and stylistic development by comparing the 
complex contrapuntal argument of ‘Preparations’ to the scherzo second section of Hymn to St 
Cecilia. A similar development is recognisable when comparing ‘New Prinee, New Pomp’ 
with the third, Andante comodo, section of the Hymn.^^ Both resemble instrumental consort 
pieces; both move at a slow pace; both provide a contrapuntal accompaniment for a cantus 
firmus, and both rely on repetitions of a simple, mostly scalar ostinato -a  ground in the Hymn, 
a movable strand in ‘New Prince, New Pomp’. Both, too, challenge the strength of a central 
tonality. However, in the Hymn there is a sense of the unfolding of a tonal space whose 
relevancy to the piece as a whole is palpable. This is precisely what ‘New Prince, New Pomp’ 
does not achieve. In addition, the earlier eomposition appears somewhat laborious. In the 
canzona-like section (bars 20-102) three contrapuntal themes, with very little variation, 
sustain a tonal progression that is both slow and rather vague; once again, the progression is a 
product of the contrapuntal argument rather than directed or driven by it. Variation is offered 
mainly in the juxtaposition of the themes in different combinations as they pass from one 
voiee to another. The dynamie plan, p-ff-p, is a mere cosmetie eonceit.
Britten’s bars 20-102 resemble, to a quite uncanny degree, Purcell’s a cappella anthem Hear 
my prayer, O Lord (Z15);^^ the opening theme of the Purcell piece is melodically identical to 
Britten’s opening alto line. But if Purcell had provided a textual model, it is surprising that 
Britten had not picked up the other critical lesson Purcell had to impart. This was that 
contrapuntal lines were necessarily governed by vertical considerations formed by a 
fundamental tonal plan determining the course of a whole piece more than they were by local 
vertical coincidences which formed harmonies independent of them. But, as it appears more 
likely (since Britten was occupied in a study of his work) that Palestrina was the model, such 
a lesson would have been less obvious. What Britten clearly did sense and was able to 
recreate faithfully was the sacred aura of Palestrina’s style; of all the carols in Christ’s 
Nativity ‘New Prinee, New Pomp’ comes closest to the traditional notion of liturgical music.
A midway, developmental stage could be provided by Prayer II from A.M.D.G. (1939) which is another slow- 
moving contrapuntal essay.
In 1944, Britten was to compose a piece with a similar texture -the Chorale after an Old French Carol, but 
with much greater success (see below for a discussion of this piece). It should not be assumed, as it sometimes 
mistakenly is, that Britten’s technical skill was fully finished at an early age. The main argument postulated here 
is that, whilst Britten constructed structures predominantly from the surface to the background (in his youth and 
in composing the works o f his early maturity) rather than from the background to the surface (in his maturity), 
his surface material remained somewhat inflexible and the background often failed to come into definite focus. 
The clearly defined tonal background which Britten secured in later compositions freed up the surface.
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From bar 64 to the end of the movement (bar 102), a new stratum is added to the SATB 
texture when a soprano soloist sings a verse from Southwell’s poem. Britten was to employ a 
similar added stratum strategy in Variation V of ^  Boy was Born and it is interesting to 
compare the two and observe the improvements he made in the later and more technically 
assured work. In ‘New Prince, New Pomp’ Britten gives his solo soprano a theme so similar 
in intervallic content to that of the accompanying chorus that it tends to integrate into it. 
Additionally, it is in the same metre. In A Boy, Britten selected an independent text for the 
new stratum and instead of allotting the new line to a soloist with a voice-type already 
included in the accompanying texture (in this instance sopranos and altos), he asks for a 
chorus of Boys. Their theme is refreshingly new and sufficiently contrasted to the 
accompaniment for it to stand out, or apart, from the accompaniment. It is also written in a 
different metre to the main chorus. Whereas the additional soprano stratum in ‘New prince. 
New Pomp’ gives very little extra effect, the new stratum in A Boy has considerable effect. 
What Britten seemed to learn may appear elementary. Contrasts afford higher definition in the 
process of stratification but all Britten’s technical skill at the time he was composing Christ’s 
Nativity was directed towards integration. It took time for him to master the symbiosis of 
contrast. Mark observed that “the second part of ‘New Prince, New Pomp’ (from bar 20) has 
perhaps rather too much of the classroom about it” (1999, p.32).
5. ‘Carol of King Cnut’
The ‘Carol of King Cnut’ has much in common with The Sycamore Tree which Britten 
composed a year earlier (1930). Both are robust choral allegros and both set out to present the 
initial soprano melody in each of four voices of the SATB texture and compose a suitable 
counterpoint around it. As was noted earlier, Britten made an unsuccessful attempted to revise 
The Sycamore Tree in 1934. The composition of ‘Carol of King Cnut’ should perhaps be 
viewed as a second attempt to achieve what had eluded the composer in the earlier piece. 
Certainly, the contrapuntal ambition has been rained back and loses some of the earlier 
piece’s witty inventiveness and artfulness. However, it also gains discipline in addition to a 
through-composed continuum achieved by carrying through some accompanying motives 
from one verse into the next. Particularly effective is Britten’s use of the “sing Gloria” motive 
(first heard in bars 4-6 in the soprano to the words “O Joyful the day!”) whose initial leaping 
octave makes it instantly recognisable in its original or mutated form. Britten’s firm grip on 
the tonal foundation of the earlier piece has been loosened on ‘Carol of King Cnut’ but not so 
far that the accrual of sharps and flats manage to dislodge the tonic, G. At its furthest point
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from the tonic G, it reaches B major and G-sharp minor; see ex. X.19. E major and G-sharp 
minor continue the pattern of third-roots established by the moves from the subdominant (bar 
20) to the mediant major (bar 39), a progression pattern that was to become ever more typical 
of Britten’s harmonic scheme. The way back to the tonic G from G-sharp minor cleverly 
avoids the crude semitone slide that this might most obviously have involved by inserting a 
first inversion G-sharp minor chord and a string of suspensions. These devices provide 
sufficient cover for the move from G-sharp to G-natural that it passes through almost 
unnoticed. See ex.X.20. Britten is able to reserve the semitone slide for another expressive 
function (between bars 63 and 64 in the bass).
Britten must have inspected Christ’s Nativity in both 1955 and 1966, years in which 
movements from the choral suite were performed at the Aldeburgh Festival (‘New Prince, 
New Pomp’ in 1955 and ‘Sweet was the Song’ in 1966), yet he chose not to revise the whole 
work. Could it be that Britten recognised that Christ’s Nativity served a useful purpose as a 
work necessary to his development but one not sufficiently skilful to solve all the technical 
problems he had set himself? Whilst the individual carols of Christ’s Nativity cannot be said 
to lack coherence, the work as a whole, however, does. Frequently in Christ’s Nativity, Britten 
loses a stratum of tension by detaching the surface of the music from a firm tonal foundation. 
The over-reliance on foreground motives, to carry the structural argument forward, places 
certain restrictions on the degree to which melodies can grow into lyrical phrases of 
individual character. These were all issues Britten eagerly addressed in his next large-scale 
choral piece, A Boy was Born.
A Boy was Born (1933)
As one of Britten’s most significant works, A Boy was Born has received far more critical 
comment than most of the music discussed here. Perhaps more than any other work of 
Britten’s, composed around the same time, it appears to be a summing-up; it is a showcase for 
all the skills he had acquired up to that time and particularly those he had worked on so 
diligently at the Royal College of Music. It proclaims, perhaps more clearly than any of 
Britten’s early compositions, the emergence on the British music scene of a composing talent 
both original and brilliant.
A Boy is clearly not a liturgical piece and only the first movement (or theme, a setting of the 
anonymous 16^  ^century poem ‘Puer natus’ in an English translation) and the third variation 
(‘Jesu, as Thou art Saviour’ with a text by an anonymous 15^  ^century poet) lend themselves
273
to performance as an anthem/"^ A Boy is, however, undeniably a religious work. Its texts 
embrace the Christmas narrative from the announcement of the birth of Christ, through the 
nativity itself, the slaughter of innocents and the visit of the Magi and ends with a variation 
which celebrates Christmas in a manner recognisably traditionally English. There is even a 
theological reflection on the infant’s future as saviour. It should not be supposed that Britten 
chose Christmas texts solely because they provided a unifying theme suitable to a work of this 
scale. Neither can it be supposed that Britten only chose these seasonal texts because he 
started to compose the work just before Christmas itself in 1932. Britten was, at this time, still 
a churchgoing Christian worshipper and nothing could be more natural than his desire to 
engage with religious texts and convey his feelings about them through music:
It is music written by one to whom the Christian faith had real meaning
Kennedy 1981, p. 133
Britten gathered his texts for A Boy, not from the most popular carol publication available at 
the time {The Oxford Book o f Carols, 1928) but from Ancient English Christmas carols 
MCCC-MDCC, collected and arranged by E Rickert, 1928. Yet Britten’s work was written 
very much against the background of the traditional English Christmas carol (Kennedy 1981, 
p. 133, felt the work owed a debt to “English traditions of folk-song” but “without resort to... 
archaizing”) and with particular regard to the manner of their performance at that peculiar 
English phenomenon, the Carol Concert. At carol concerts, the singing of Christmas carols 
was by no means restricted to church choirs; virtually every choral society in the country 
would have had a substantial amount of Christmas music in their repertoire including special 
choral arrangements of carols. Mellors (2001) regarded^ as Britten’s “tribute to the 
English choral tradition which has played such a prominent part in our musical history, albeit 
with a technical virtuosity very different from the manners, if not the modes, of conventional 
British pastoralism” (p.26). It is worth remembering that, only two years before Britten started 
to compose A Boy, he had responded enthusiastically to a work very much in the mode and
Both Carols fo r  Choirs 1 and The New Oxford book o f  Carols include the ‘theme’ o f A Boy was Born in their 
collections, encouraging the performance of it as a separate item. Unlike the rest o f A Boy was Bom, this theme 
is comparatively easy to sing. It does, however, seem a bizarre choice as a representation o f Britten’s Christmas 
choral music. It is plainly an extract from a longer piece (ending rather unsatisfactorily on a first inversion) and 
lacks the characteristic charm and vigour which are almost requirements for success as an English carol. ‘Jesu, as 
Thou art our Saviour’, variation III, would have made a more suitable choice for publication in a carol 
anthology; it has charm, and has the style of English pastoralism which would have appeared in keeping with 
many o f the other carols in these collections.
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manner of the pastoral tradition: Vaughan Williams’ Fantasia on Christmas Carols (1912). In 
his diary for 4^  ^December 1930 Britten wrote:
R.V.W. Fantasia thrilling to sing and I should think to listen to. V. Beautiful
Ed. J Evans 2009, p. 58
John Evans notes
The impression that Britten dismissed all of Vaughan Williams’ music is not borne out 
by his response to the Fantasia on Christmas Carols... or indeed an earlier positive 
reference in the diaries to the Tallis Fantasia (1910). His criticism was largely directed 
at Vaughan Williams’ symphonic writing and orchestration.
ibid., p. 160
As if, perhaps, to gain some sort of seal of approval for the work, Britten played through A 
Boy to Herbert Howells at the Royal College on 17* July. This was presumably to get some 
advice or comment from the older and established composer who was very clearly a leading 
figure on the English choral musical scene and, as Britten would have been acutely aware, 
sympathetic to the ‘pastoral school’. This was not Howells’s only involvement With. A Boy 
either; he took it upon himself to correct the proofs of the work prior to the work’s publication 
by OUP. Some critics found Britten’s nearness to the English tradition in A Boy 
disappointing, wishing to urge Britten to take up the role of flag bearer for a revitalising of 
English music; this was a role that he had seemed all too willing, in other works, to take on. 
Grace Williams found Variation I “too typically English” (Boyd 1980, p.7) and Hughes and 
Stradling thought it too easily adopted “the dominant mode” (2001, p. 193). Whittall, 
however, with more genuine understanding of Britten’s technical achievement, recognised 
that the composer had to advance in stages and not try to progress in several directions all at 
once. The “startlingly assured” handling of texts and forms which A Boy displays could only 
be worked out within a musical framework Britten was fully conversant with:
Simply in terms of stylistic originality, Britten may not transcend all those elements of 
Englishry which he had perforce to employ until his own sharper, more purposeful 
harmonic idiom and well-focused extended tonality came to maturity.
Whittall 1982, p. 24
*  *  *
With the range and quality of critical commentary available, a further exegesis of A Boy 
appears superfluous. It is revealing, however, to observe the emphases some commentators 
give to a particular element of the work and what perception of the work their approach 
reveals.
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Ralph Woodward, for example, in his chapter ‘Music for voices’, in the Cambridge 
Companion to Benjamin Britten (ed. Cooke 1999, pp.260-275), uses no more than seventeen 
lines of text to expound A Boy was Born but devotes virtually a whole page to music 
examples/^ Hans Keller may have approved the proportion of music to text, especially since 
the music examples are designed to show how the choral work’s basic four-note cell, exposed 
at the beginning of the first section, provides the essential unifying material for the entire 
work; this was an issue of musical construction Keller was keen to emphasise. It is clear that 
Britten felt that the identification of this theme-cell was important for he required the text in 
the vocal score, which is sung on its first appearance, to be written entirely in upper case 
letters.^^ This, along with the subtitle of the work, ‘Choral Variations’, seems to invite the 
type of analysis Woodward offers; one that uncovers a ‘thematic process’. Woodward has 
insightful observations in his text but his presentation, with short extracts of music adorned 
with brackets to identify motives labelled by letters, is symptomatic of his approach. His 
preoccupation is with unity.
Woodward’s bias is not unique to him; Redlich’s four-page analysis (in ed. Mitchell and 
Keller 1952, pp. 86-89) is similarly focussed on this aspect of the work. They join a tradition 
of musical analysis which came to prominence in the nineteenth century in Vienna (one of the 
most rigorous centres of intellectual musical activity) and they produced a tradition of musical 
analysis whose impact is still felt in most of Europe and America. The one principle that the 
variety of investigative methodologies had in common was the principle of unity. It became 
the priority of musical analysts to demonstrate how all the melodic, harmonic and rhythmic 
elements of a musical work belonged together. The integrity of these ideas became a critical 
measure of a musical work’s intellectual and artistic value. For Hans Keller (Viennese bom) 
“the unity of contrasts” and the raison d’être of his analytical method. Functional Analysis, 
became almost a moral duty.
Woodward fails, however, to include the seminal motif, the interval o f the fifth, which Evans identifies as 
“derived from the theme’s harmony” (1979, p. 65).
These upper cases are sensibly dispensed with in Carols fo r  Choirs 1 and The New Oxford Book o f  Carols 
where their significance is largely irrelevant.
See ed. Wintle 1994, p. 126.
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Schoenberg, through his teaching and writing, attempted to turn the theoretical principles of 
unity into a pedagogic method. The aim of Schoenberg’s book Fundamentals o f Musical 
Composition, we are informed by its editor Gerald Strang
Is to provide a basic text for the undergraduate work in composition... Schoenberg was 
convinced that the student of composition must master thoroughly the traditional 
techniques and organizational methods
Ed. Strang and Stein 1967, pp. xiii-xiv
In Part I.III -The Motive, Schoenberg explains that
Even the writing of simple phrases involves the invention of motives, though perhaps 
unconsciously. Consciously used, the motive should produce unity, relationship, 
coherence, logic, comprehensibility and fluency... Variation means change. But changing 
every feature produces something foreign, incoherent, illogical. It destroys the basic shape 
of the motive.
Accordingly, variation requires changing some of the less important features and 
preserving some of the more-important ones.
Schoenberg 1948/ed. Strang and Stein 1967, p. 8
Schoenberg then proceeds to take the student through various techniques of motivic variation: 
changes of rhythm, inversions, retrogrades and ornamentation. These principles were an 
integral part of Schoenberg’s own composition technique.
Britten was not unaffected by this Schoenbergian view of unity. Although it is doubtful that 
the Royal College of Music propagated any of the ideas of Austrian theorists, still less the 
music of the Second Viennese School of composers, Britten himself was passionately 
interested in the music of Schoenberg. This is evident through effusions about the composer’s 
music written in his diaries and in his letters. More important still is Schoenberg’s influence 
in Britten’s actual compositions. Evans felt that “Erwin Stein’s suggestion that Schoenberg’s 
first Chamber Symphony formed part of the background to Britten’s Op.l is entirely 
convincing” (1979, p. 15).^  ^Encouragement to learn lessons of construction from Schoenberg 
may possibly have formed part of the teaching of Bridge who was, unusually for an 
Englishman at the time, sympathetic to the music of the Second Viennese School. Britten 
clearly became convinced that the unity which could be achieved by generating material for a 
whole composition, from a restricted number of musical motives, constituted a badge of 
technical competency. Britten’s command of the principle almost qualifies him to become an 
honorary Viennese, a distinction, one imagines, the composer would have been proud to bear.
The importance o f Schoenberg as an influence in some o f Britten’s early music has been discussed further, 
particularly by Whittall 1982, and Mark 1995.
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Britten’s elose friendship with Erwin Stein, which was established after Britten’s return from 
America, is revealing. Stein was himself a pupil of Schoenberg and his analyses bear the 
imprint of Schoenberg’s teaching. Stein’s writings on Britten’s music, not unexpectedly, 
emphasise a work’s unity through its motivic process.
Woodward’s approach, therefore, seems highly appropriate and yet is both tautological and 
myopic. The analyst seems only to reiterate what the composer tells us through his music (and 
prepared us for in his title), that the surface of his composition is made up of variations (in the 
Schoenbergian sense) on a basic motive. Where this is audible, the analyst’s identification of 
the fact seems particularly ftitile.^^ There is also a danger that, by concentrating so much 
analytical effort on explaining the thematic mutations of a work, one can lose sight of 
structural features at a deeper level. It could also be argued (contra-Schoenberg) that an 
equally true measure of a composer’s creative ability is determined by the skill he 
demonstrates when contrasts^^ are managed in such a way that they contribute positively to a 
composition’s integrity.
Two commentators, whilst fully aware of A Boy’s mechanisms of thematic unity, probe much 
deeper into the harmonic structure of the work with a view to elucidating its complicated 
mechanisms in that dimension: Evans (1979, pp. 64-68) and Mark (1995, pp.69-82). They 
make clear what Woodward and other analysts, who concentrate too much on the thematic 
aspects of the work, either leave unsaid or fail to stress. Without the high degree of harmonic 
organisation in operation in A Boy, it could not sustain such thematic richness, much less its 
dramatic intensity.
Whilst in Fundamentals o f Musical Composition (which was the last of the three large 
textbooks on music theory and practice he planned to write), Schoenberg started his lessons 
on the subject with the ‘Construction of Themes’, another great Austrian musical thinker, 
Heinrich Schenker, started his final theoretical work, Der freie Satz (1935) (after some 
philosophical reflection) with his ‘fundamental structure’, the Ursatz. This too is a mechanism 
of “unity, relationship, coherence, logic, comprehensibility and fluency” but is one of a
Anthony Milner, perhaps inadvertently, critiqued thematic analysis when he wrote “The chorale-like setting... 
of the [opening] carol that forms the theme is built from an opening motif o f notes, D-E-G-E, by transposed 
repetitions, sequence and inversion, yet, for all the ingenuity revealed by analysis, sounds completely 
spontaneous and uncontrived” ed. Palmer 1984, p. 329.
^ Contrast means: opposition or unlikeness in things compared.
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different order to Schoenberg’s. Putting to one side a discussion concerning the universal 
generating power of the Ursatz, what is striking is Schenker’s insistence that
What ever the manner in which the foreground unfolds, the fundamental structure of 
the background [i.e. the Ursatz'\ and the transformation levels of the middleground 
guarantee its organic life.
Schenker 1935/ ed. and trans. Oster, 1979, p. 5
Whilst Woodward’s is clearly a Schoenbergian, approach Evans’s and Mark’s are (in spirit, at 
least) Schenkerian in the sense that they recognise that the web of thematic richness which 
adorns the surface o f A Boy unfolds over a harmonic background which offers “organic life”. 
This is a far less fragile structure than that which can be provided by themes which share a 
common motive. Mark is thus able to recognise the final variation of Britten’s A Boy as “the 
grand culmination of a work that is an organic whole” which does not only involve “thematic 
recapitulation” but also, crucially “tonal resolution” (1995, pp. 69-70).
Whilst there are many passages of A Boy which, like passages of Christ’s Nativity, are tonally 
ambiguous and display a “lack of functional progression” (Mark 1995, p. 73), it is clear that 
Britten was more aware than he had been, in the construction of large-scale pieces, that tonal 
organisation was a major consideration in their organic unity. Whereas the separate numbers 
of Christ’s Nativity had to be reshuffled (and some potential settings put aside^^) to make up a 
suite -a  category of composition which comfortably accommodates a portfolio of work -A  
Boy as a whole “must have been worked out (on paper or in his head) before Britten began 
actually to compose” suggests Mark, because there is “a highly systematic control of the 
succession of referential collections” (Ibid., p. 70). The work’s subtitle too. Choral variations, 
was obviously chosen to draw particular attention to the organic integrity of the whole. Britten 
was, in other words, becoming more and more conscious of the need for carefully worked out 
structural organisations (on paper or in his head) as a necessary prerequisite for the 
construction of successful larger-scale compositions. In every way, A Boy is larger in scale 
than Christ’s Nativity.
Britten’s structural organisations would ultimately (as a mature composer) become quite 
determinately tonally biased. Britten possessed an unusually clear insight into how tonal
One o f the most convincing expositions o f the generative power o f Schenker’s Ursatz is found in Matthew 
Brown’s Explaining Tonality, 2005.
“  See ed. Mitchell and Reed 1991, pp. 153-154.
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structures functioned in classical models. His performances -as pianist^^ and conductor -o f  
the music of, for example, Mozart, Schubert and even of a composer Britten was known to 
have an ambivalent attitude towards, Beethoven, were notable for their clarity of direction and 
the expressive nuances he coaxed forth. These supply ample evidence of Britten’s sensitivity 
to the relative tensions and relaxations conferred upon harmonies active in a tonal form. One 
observes, in some of Britten’s works around the 1930s, some experimentation both with 
modality and free-tonality. Later, particularly in the years following his time at the RCM, 
Britten developed methods by which he could corral his non-tonal tendencies into more 
clearly discernable tonal constructions. This process is clearly seen, for example, in Ceremony 
o f Carols (1942) which is discussed above. (Later still Britten found ways in which to 
subsume twelve-tone ideas into tonal constructions.)
By preparing a fundamental (tonal) structure for his music (and this need not have been 
identical to, or even resemble, Schenker’s Ursatz) it became less imperative to Britten that the 
thematic material of a composition had to sustain a primarily organic function. Throughout 
his compositional career, Britten was highly conscious of the value of thematic economy. 
However, from A Boy onwards, there is a distinct move away from the over-reliance of 
thematic or foreground unity towards the dependence upon carefully constructed fundamental 
structures which “guaranteed” (as Schenker puts it) organic life to middle and foregrounds. 
Thematic material, thereafter, began to flower into more genuinely lyrical cantilena and 
genuine thematic contrasts were in no danger of threatening the integrity of a composition. It 
is too strong to say that Britten was drawing away from a Schoenbergian unity towards a 
Schenkerian unity (for Britten always demonstrated a concern for fundamental structure and 
continued to see the value of shaping a collection of themes upon a basic shape) but it is 
possible to identify the composer’s emerging ability to lay out deep-structure schemes which 
provided a greater freedom on the surface (foreground) of his music. This argues for the 
necessity to look beyond a thematic process to explain the mechanisms at work which went to 
produce such powerful musical statements.
*  *  *
The musical scholar, Paul Hamburger, himself a distinguished pianist, wrote o f Britten’s piano playing that 
“he has been... fortunate in being vouchsafed, in the occasional superabundance o f providence, an understanding 
o f the vastly different biddings that have gone out to other geniuses in other times and places” ed. Mitchell and 
Keller 1952, p. 315. Although Hamburger does not attribute Britten’s “understanding” to a particular sensitivity 
to tonal structure, earlier in the same article he suggests that Britten “acts in accordance with the laws o f music” 
(ibid.). The “laws” Hamburger refers to are, in part, I would argue, those by which harmonic progressions 
function within a tonal structure.
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During rehearsals, in preparation for the first performance of A Boy Was Born, Britten would 
certainly have realised that the work’s extreme demands would prevent it from becoming a 
repertoire piece for anything other than a professional choir. Imogen Holst believed that, had 
the Royal College of Music provided a choir for Britten to rehearse, “The experience would 
certainly have taught him to avoid the unnecessary difficult passages” (1966, p. 24). “Twenty 
years later [actually in 1955] [Britten] revised the work for republication, cutting out the 
awkward intervals and the over-insistent repetitions and the awkward rubatos” (ibid., p. 26). 
These revisions were not, however, the end of Britten’s editorial engagement With A Boy. In 
1957-58, he added an optional organ part and, in 1961, he extracted the ‘Corpus Christi Carol’ 
from variation V and prepared it as a separate piece for solo voice (or unison chorus) both in 
an edition for piano accompaniment and for organ accompaniment.
Corpus Christi Carol
In A Boy, the Corpus Christi Carol presents an extra stratum to the setting of Christina 
Rossetti’s poem 7/7 the Bleak Mid-winter. Generally, this is the variation which has impressed 
commentators most for its originality and Mark (1995) finds it “the most imaginative and 
memorable in terms of sonic imagery” (p. 78). Evans (1979, p. 66) recognised “a concealed” 
inversion of the work’s four note wr-motif in the Corpus Christi melody^"  ^by which means, he 
infers, Britten was able to superimpose the new melody onto the “cool, iridescent harmony of 
woman’s voices”. This provided an “impressionistic backcloth [for] the boys’ chorus” which 
Whittall memorably described as “an icy bed of rotating thematic fragments” (1982, p. 27). 
Mark believes that the cohabitation of the two settings had more to do with “the interplay 
between the thematic material” (1995, p. 79) of ‘In the Bleak Mid-Winter’ and Corpus Christi 
rather than the two being derived fi*om the wr-motif (although there is clearly an overlap 
between these points of view). His example 22 (p. 79) presents an alignment of a short portion 
of the two which illustrates a wr/mW ornamented elaboration relationship of the type Schenker 
would recognise as prototypical of the unfolding process. Evans thought Britten’s Corpus 
Christi melody to be “Britten’s nearest approach to folksong pastiche” (1979, p. 66), perhaps 
agreeing with Mellors and Grace Williams when they so clearly related A Boy to a specific 
English tradition.
Although Britten had a ready made accompaniment to hand -in  either a more or less literal 
transcription of the vocal parts or in the added organ part of 1957-58 -he decided that, when
^  Ralph Woodward in ed. Cooke 1999 makes no attempt to highlight a derivation o f the Corpus Christi melody 
to the wr-theme of A Boy Was Bom.
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the setting of Corpus Christi Carol was issued as a separate piece, he would write a new 
accompaniment. This new accompaniment was significantly different form the original choral 
version and the added organ part although it is clearly derived from the latter. Comparing the 
three versions of the accompaniment (the original female-voice a cappella version which 
comprised a setting of Rossetti’s poem {ac), the added organ accompaniment to the revised 
edition iprg) and the piano accompaniment^^ prepared for the publication of the new carol 
{ccp)) is not unlike viewing a Schenkerian analytical presentation in which the foreground is 
gradually reduced to the background.
In the following discussion, all references to A Boy Was Born are made in relation to the 1958 
edition.
In ac, an unequivocal exposure the tonic triad is deliberately avoided; D minor as tonic is only 
rather vaguely outlined. The tonic is no clearer defined in org although Britten’s spells out 
tone dl as the tonic root far more explicitly by constructing a new lower voice which connects 
a to dl -making a voice-leading manifest which is only implied in ac (bars 8-11^^). In order 
for the superimposition of Corpus Christi Carol to make its effect in ac and org, Britten 
granted it not only a degree of metric independence but also its own tonal space. It is poised 
between B-flat Lydian and G Aeolian. One of the major achievements of ‘In the Bleak Mid- 
Winter’ is the secure manner in which this complex harmonic situation is handled. Nothing as 
straightforward as a harmonisation takes place and, although some tonal relaxation is reached 
when cadences of Corpus Christi are harmonised by a pure B-flat major triad (bars 26, 36,
53), non-funetional harmony predominates. Unfettered by the complex textural web he had 
devised as the accompaniment for the Corpus Christi melody (and, of course, unfettered by 
the necessity to set a poem or to find musical phrases to suit either phraseology or imagery) it 
is natural that Britten’s harmonic accompaniment of ccp should be much less complicated. 
Something much more like a conventional harmonisation is offered. Yet the melody remains 
identical (pauses between phrases are regularised) and so the bipolar B-flat Lydian/G Aeolian 
(transposed to G Lydian/E Aeolian) tonality has still to be successfully negotiated.
To start with, in ccp, the tonic initially appears to be unequivocal (B minor) but, as the carol 
proceeds, B minor is over-shadowed by Lydian G. Pitch B is often retained in the bass which
Britten prepared an edition o f the Corpus Christi Carol with organ accompaniment. Substantially, the 
accompaniment is the same as the piano accompaniment but the organ arrangement does show consideration of  
the organ’s different resources. A discussion of Britten’s organ part is found in chapter XI.
^  The bar numbering used here labels the first bar of Variation V Tn the Bleak Mid-Winter’ as 1. Even though 
the Boys’ choir operates in a different metre, their music is also referred to using the same bar numbering 
system.
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imbues Lydian G with an atmosphere of fragility. That fragility is emphasised each time 
Britten returns to B minor (bars 15, 31, 47), as if he were putting in a bid for B minor to 
regain tonic status. Britten’s ending of ccp is enigmatic but, in a totally different way to the 
enigmatic-tonic situation of ac or org, Britten ends on a first inversion D Major chord in 
Lydian D major. This solution would appear to be the result of some sort of harmonic 
reconciliation: pitch D is common to all the three triads B minor, G major and D major; there 
is a tangible tonal relation between D major and the other two rivals; if B minor appears 
favoured because it shares two of its three tones with D major, both the Lydian context and 
the first inversion of the final chord suggest more kinship to Lydian G. Of particular interest is 
Britten’s suppression of Aeolian E. In ac, Aeolian G was neither suppressed nor promoted; 
since the melody was not supported by functional harmony, the Aeolian G centre remained 
intact and unaffected by the harmonic events apparently moving around independently of it.
In ccp, Aeolian is simply bypassed and treated as a Submediant inflection of Lydian G.
Ccp emphasises a metric subtlety in the Corpus ChristiCln the Bleak Mid-Winter’ 
combination which is difficult to appreciate in ac and org\ the Corpus Christi melody is 
effectively in triple metre whilst the accompaniment is in quadruple metre. In ccp, various 
compensations are made to reconcile the triple metre of the melody to the duple metre of the 
accompaniment. The pause between phrase one and two in the melody, for example, is a beat 
too short; the antecedent and the consequent of the refrain “Lully, lullay” (beginning bar 11) 
are illogically unsymmetrical with the antecedent beginning on a strong beat and the 
consequent beginning on a weak beat. Britten’s differentiated metres for the solo-line (6/8) 
and the accompaniment (2/4), despite the presence of triplets in the latter, is a curiosity.
The piano accompaniment figuration of ccp was not entirely new as it retains an important 
motive from ac which is even more visible in org\ the descending figure “snow on snow” 
(starting in bar 21). Interestingly, it was this particular motive in which Mark identified “the 
interplay between the thematic material” (1995, p. 79).
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Britten’s decision to lift the tune from a single stratum from one of the variations of A Boy 
shows a touching attachment the composer had for it. Mitchell was particularly taken by 
Britten’s gift for writing tunes:
which, although not really like folksong, none the less had about them a quality that 
transcended time, place and occasion... and mysteriously convinced one that they were 
tunes that must have existed for ever and were made known through, rather than by, 
the composer.
Ed. Palmer 1984, p. 23
Mitchell also suggests that the writing of such tunes was a gift even “remarked upon as a 
possible merit of his music” (ibid., p. 24) by the composer himself.
Britten’s added organ accompaniment has, in contrast to the original a cappella work, 
received no critical attention. The detail and obvious thought that went into devising the organ 
part -no mere doubling of the voices -amounts to a new version of the work yet Benjamin 
Britten: A Catalogue o f the Published Works (comp, and ed. Banks 1999) offers no entry 
detailing the first performance of this version. (This, in fact, took place on August 7*, 1959, 
in Totnes Parish church. The composer conducted the performance with George Malcolm at 
the organ.^^)
Britten, here, offers nothing so crude as an aid to pitching and, although the organ part has 
been grafted on to a work which was designed to be performed without it, the organ part adds 
substantially to the work rather than staying in the background. Of particular interest are 1) 
the clarification of voice-leading, particularly where this is unclear because of the part-writing 
in the vocal parts (through hocketing for example, see Variation II rehearsal 20) or where it 
remains implied only (see, for example. Variation V lowest organ voice, rehearsal 39 for four 
bars), 2) enriched textures (Variation III, bars 2-4 after rehearsal 31, variation VI, bar 3 (etc.), 
tenth bar of rehearsal 63 through to fifth bar of 67 and the toccata-like textures, rehearsal 75 
for five bars), 3) organ colouring (see prescribed use of the Trumpet, Variation VI fifth bar^  ^
of rehearsal 68 to rehearsal 70 and the forte trill three bars before the end of the work), 4) the 
gentle hétérophonie implications in the course of Variation III, 5) the organ introduction to 
variation VI.
Imogen Holst, whose urging may have spurred Britten on to write the new organ accompaniment, having 
herself experienced what difficulties a choir encounters in the a cappella version, was characteristically 
enthusiastic in her response to Britten’s newv4 Boy. She wrote to Britten that she found it “absolutely 
marvellous... it does absolutely everything that’s wanted” (ed. Reed and Cooke 2010 p. 177).
The indication ‘Great with Trumpet’ is actually written in the sixth bar o f rehearsal 68 but is surely misplaced.
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The non-triadic clusters which can be found, particularly in the quicker variations II, and VI, 
are of special interest for they resemble, quite remarkably, the organ clusters Britten 
employed in the Church Parables. The resemblance is heightened in variation VI where a 4- 
foot stop alone is prescribed (ten bars after rehearsal 63 and up to rehearsal 66) which 
produces a sound closer in sonority to the chamber organ Britten envisaged being used in his 
Church Parables. When Britten added the organ part to A Boy was Born in 1957-58, he had 
already undertaken the tour to the Far East (1955-56) which inspired the Church Parables.
This kinship between works written as far apart as 1933 and 1964 suggests a cyclical 
tendency in regard to style which is not often thought of as a particularly characteristic of 
Britten’s music. It also strengthens the proposition that Britten’s adoption of some of the 
stylistic, textural and harmonic characteristics of Far Eastern music was not a substitution for 
his earlier constructional preferences but a complementary supplement to them.
Unique to the sixth variation -the Finale, is an entirely new organ-solo introduction: an eight 
bar pedal-solo links the fifth variation to the sixth. This new material is fascinating on several 
counts. It reinforces the notion that the organ accompaniment was not merely a safety-net for 
the singers but was there to give the work an extra dimension. It also introduces material 
stylistically more typical of Britten’s music of the late 1950s than of the 1930s -this is in 
contrast to the integrated style of the new material just mentioned. The nature of the 
noticeably new material tells us something about the development of Britten’s structural 
thinking which occurred between the composition of the choral work and the adding of the 
organ part. The organ introduction appears where it is actually less useful than it would be 
between other sections of the work. Granted that a choir which tackles the work at all must 
cultivate pitch consciousness of a high order, it is nevertheless an advantage to take a pitch- 
check between movements. This is especially important where consecutive movements are set 
in keys distant from each other; an example occurs between variation III (written in a key 
signature with three sharps and gravitationally favouring sharp keys) and Variation IV 
beginning in E-flat Major. But Britten adds no organ introduction here. Between variation V 
and VI there is the simplest tonal relationship: between D minor and D major. Stamina is a 
practical consideration in a live performance and one which could have been given greater 
consideration when Britten added his organ part. His organ introduction to Variation VI 
seems curious because it offers a rest where one is not so obviously required (not as obviously 
as elsewhere in A Boy; between Variation I and II, for example). The men’s voices are rested 
since they are entirely absent in Variation V, but they sing the opening 13 bars of Variation
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VI alone, thus offering women’s voices a break. It is reasonable to assume, therefore, that 
Britten’s introduction was intended to function beyond the concerns of pitch or stamina.
The introduction seems concerned, primarily to prize apart pitches A and B-flat. These are 
sung, vertically, as a dyad at the end of Variation V and now appear as the first and last tones 
of the introduction and conveniently provide the second basses with their first pitch at the 
beginning of Variation VI. The pauses on pitches B-flat, G and E-flat outline the Neapolitan 
chord relative to the key of Variation VI. This prompts hearing the introduction as a 
compound melody which outlines a series chords progressing by whole tones and conveys an 
air of expectancy: ex. X.21. The introduction is also a preparation for the exchange from soft 
upper voices to soft lower ones. It was perhaps to emphasise or guarantee this that Britten 
chose to write the introduction for pedals alone, securing that rather veiled sound common to 
the stops found in the pedal division on English organs.
The most interesting feature of this introduction is its avoidance of any reference to any ur- 
motive found in the main theme of the work; here, at least, Britten did not seem at all 
concerned that a wholly contrasting theme would damage the coherency of the whole. This 
was Britten observing his early choral work from an advantageous distance with over twenty 
years’ experience. During this time, he had fully developed the ability to integrate well 
defined contrasts, not just unified themes, into large structures.
A Shepherd*s Carol and Chorale after an old French Carol
Despite the fact that the texts were written by the same author (W H Auden), came from the 
same work {For the Time Being) and that the music for them was written for the same BBC 
radio feature {Poet’s Christmas in 1944), Britten chose to set A Shepherd’s Carol and Chorale 
in very different ways. This was not an unusual response from the composer. Previous, similar 
radio programme music projects {The Company o f Heaven in 1937 and The World o f  the 
Spirit in 1938) saw Britten using disparate styles too, although some conscious musical 
linking was used in The World o f the Spirit. This again demonstrates Britten’s post RCM 
tendency to avoid over-reliance on thematic or motivic unity in favour of presenting highly 
characterised, short essays. These relied either on meta-structures worked out pre- 
compositionally (either on paper or in the composer’s mind, i.e. triadic super-structures) or 
upon a dramatic narrative more effectively and dynamically driven forward by a commixture 
of musical types not consciously, or at least not overtly, musically related.
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Britten’s Chorale was generally little known until its official publication in 1992^  ^whereas A 
Shepherd’s Carol has enjoyed great popularity for a long time. The text of the Chorale, 
centring on the Creator God, though partially obscure, makes it wholly appropriate as an 
anthem. Although its first performance took place in a programme celebrating Christmas, the 
text would make it an appropriate anthem for more general use too -the piece’s title offers no 
clue as to which season it is intended for. It is a prayer addressed to God asking for mercy and 
understanding. Britten responded with an appropriately solemn setting. A Shepherd’s Carol 
belongs to that category of Christmas music which finds its way into carol concerts or carol 
services (which often resemble concerts more than liturgical offices) not by virtue of any 
theological reflection upon the Christian message its text may possess, but simply because it 
celebrates, in very broad terms, the feel or sentiment of the season. This is a feature of many 
of the musical items performed at Christmas in England, as discussed earlier on in this 
chapter. A Shepherd’s Carol is a whimsical, sad but clever song about unfulfilled wishes and 
regretful longing. In part, it uses American slang (pinkie, horse opera, broad) which may 
puzzle an uninformed English audience. Yet, any difficulties involved with the untangling of 
the poem or with the unpalatable, ultimately pessimistic message are smoothed over by the 
attractiveness of the music. The setting contrives to mix a serene loveliness in the refrain with 
burlesque comedy in the over-acted solo verses. It is easy to see why this is attractive to the 
English as it is just this mixture of the serious with “an undercurrent of humour” (Fox 2004, p. 
402) that anthropologists observe as being a wholly English trait.^^
A Shepherd’s Caro/was included in Sing Nowell, Novello’s 1963 Christmas Carol collection 
(which could be regarded as Novello’s rival to OUP’s Carols for Choirs). In the index, each 
of the 51 items are given an indication of “the season [e.g. Annunciation, Advent etc.] for 
which the carols are particularly suited”. Perhaps pragmatism, rather than the agency of deep 
theological thought, caused the editors, Louis Halsey^^ and Basil Ramsey, to assign A 
Shepherd’s Carol to Christmas.
A facsimile o f a copyist’s score appeared in the journal The Score, Jan. 1961.
Fox suggests that, unlike other cultures, where “there is ‘a time and place’ for humour: among the English it is 
a constant” (2004, p. 402), and that it is an important reflex to cover situations the English find difficulty in 
dealing with. The dark pessimism o f Auden’s A Shepherd’s Carol has been pasteurised in this English way, by 
being expressed wittily. Britten’s musical setting underlines this dichromatism.
Louis Halsey has had an important association with Britten’s choral music. Halsey was responsible for the 
revival o f Deus in adjutorium meum (1962) and conducted the first broadcast performance o fv l  Wedding Anthem 
in 1967. In 1963, Halsey recorded the Chorale (along with other Britten choral pieces) with his Elizabethan 
Singers. Halsey wrote an article ‘Britten’s Church Music’ for the Musical Times in October 1962.
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Although relations between Britten and Auden cooled considerably as time went on/^ there 
was still a realistic possibility, in 1941, of a large Britten/Auden project to follow on from 
their collaboration on Paul Bunyan. Auden started work on a long poem in 1941 {A Christmas 
Oratorio -later to be called For the Time Being) and work continued on it until 1942. Britten 
discussed the project in person with Auden in 1941 and the idea of it was still simmering in 
Britten’s mind in 1944. In a letter to Peter Pears in November of that year, Britten wrote “Sing 
better and better -&  my God there’ll be a part for you in the Oratorio! It’s a superb piece.”^^  It 
is also clear, from annotations written on a typed copy of the poem, that Britten had begun to 
sketch out a plan for the Oratorio (See Mitchell & Reed 1991, p. 1092). But in the end the 
project fell through and Britten set only two short extracts from the poem, A Shepherd’s Carol 
and Chorale, both for a cappella choir.
Auden had a suggestion to make to Britten about the music fo r^  Shepherd’s Carol:
The shepherd’s song...should be either jazz or Folk-song (Guitar -  concertina -  bagpipe or
what-have-you) don’t you think?”
Ed. Mitchell and Reed 1991, p. 109 
Britten would certainly have known what Auden had in mind; the two of then had written 
three Ballads for Paul Bunyan in which a Narrator (a ballad-singer) is accompanied by guitar 
(or banjo) with solo violin and double bass ad lib. (or other appropriate instruments). Britten’s 
music for A Shepherd’s Carol turned out to be rather different although, in the “easy, laid- 
back” manner “redolent of American popular music of the time” which Reed (1995, p.4) 
detects, we find that he followed, to some extent, the poet’s suggestion that a popular musical 
idiom might suit the text well. There is a resemblance to close-harmony style singing in the 
minor 7* chords and the tight, exclusively homophonie texture which make up the ritomello 
refrain. The refrain comprehends an unfolding V-iv-I progression (ex. X.22) containing a 
smoothness of voice-leading which allows dissonances and non-funetional harmonies (with 
an awe-struck quality) to be formed with an astonishing ease. The bass-line, for example, 
moves entirely by step or half-step (apart for the practical break between tones c and b-flat) 
and spans a twelfth. The tenor line almost performs a similar traversal in inversion, breaking 
back just before completing the octave. The melody, meanwhile, follows a formula repeated
It is often incorrectly suggested that Britten and Auden broke their friendship when Britten left America for 
England in 1942. Although Britten, particularly, may have welcomed the physical distance that lay between 
them (a distance giving him artistic room to manoeuvre, unencumbered by feelings o f intellectual inferiority 
which Auden frequently gave his companions) both men retained a kind o f friendship into the 1950s. In 1953, 
Auden gave a talk at the Aldeburgh Festival. The break itself is discussed in Mitchell & Reed 1991, pp. 1339- 
1340.
See Mitchell & Reed 1991, p. 1235.
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three times (which by no means robs it of any natural flow - it is in fact one of Britten’s most 
alluring melodies): a leap up is followed by downward motion, mostly in steps. Each upward 
leap opens the tonal space wider; the final leap from fl to f2 is followed by a step-wise in­
filling of the interval all the way down to fl again.
The rhythm of the refrain sounds, in a good performance, easeful and relaxed but is achieved 
through complicated means and a carefully structured vagueness. Each of the 5/8 metre bars is 
divided into two halves, necessarily of different length: the first comprises two quavers, the 
second, three. But as if to square up the difference, the two-quaver half contains a quaver 
triplet, therefore compressing three equal units into the time normally given to two.
The stepping forward from the chorus by the four soloists to perform their solos is distinctly 
theatrical. Although each asserts their individuality quite vividly, they all suffer the indignity 
of being absorbed back into the crowd -the chorus -as each solo terminates on pitch F which, 
without a break, moves back into the refrain. Something of the freshness and openness of 
style found in some of the songs of Paul Bunyan is certainly perceivable in the solos of A 
Shepherd’s Carol. This is due, in large measure, to both relying heavily on triadic shapes 
which convey naïve simplicity. The solos have, in common with the melody of the refrain, a 
compact structure in which sequence plays an important role. Although the solos do not 
amount to a set of variations, the first three (bass, tenor and alto) begin by unfolding their 
respective tonic triads in the same manner: dominant, tonic, mediant: 5 ,1 ,3 .  The last, soprano 
solo is exceptional, being neither comic in message nor manner (it is marked mesto). It too is 
triadic and centres on the triad of C-flat major, the Neapolitan in relation to the tonic of the 
refrain (B-flat major) - a  classically traditional means of darkening mood through harmony. 
Britten’s preference for third-related keys is once more in evidence in the tonal plan o f A 
Shepherd’s Carol: ex. X.23.
The Chorale after a French Carol is altogether a more sombre piece: an ABA construction, 
the B section a variant of the A section with cantus firmus. The first section of the Chorale 
(bars 1-14) comprises a homophonie texture mainly in six voices but occasionally expanding 
to eight, maximising the resources of the double choir for which it was written. Bars 1-6 
resemble organum texture but, in fact, only parallel octaves (alto doubling first sopranos, first 
tenors doubling second basses) occur. The other voices rest on internal pedals which serve as 
fulcra around which outer voices orbit. The melody and bass mirror each other; the bass is an
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inversion of the soprano^"  ^and, but for the adjustment between bars 4 and 5, where the 
soprano falls a perfect 5* but the bass leaps a minor 7*, the period may not have found relief 
from the g minor (Aeolian) tonic. A cadenee in bar 6, on B-flat, marks the divide between the 
first and second period which is harmonically more lush, less penitential and introduces the 
sole chromatic tone of the A section, E-natural.^^
The carol melody upon which the Chorale is based is known in England as Picardy and has 
been associated with the words “Let all mortal flesh keep silence” since its first appearance in 
1906 in The English Hymnal. The melody is thought to be of 17* century French origin 
although its provenance is only traceable to Tiersot’s Melodies des provinces de France 
published in 1887. Britten’s selection of this melody for inspiration to form his choral piece 
would appear to be purely on the grounds of its musical atmosphere since there is little in the 
actual text to Let all mortal flesh keep silence to link it with Auden’s text.^^ Britten may have 
discerned an archaic resonance in Auden’s poem which reminded him of the Picardy which is 
similarly archaic, possessing rising and falling phrases reminiscent of plainsong, from which 
it may ultimately be derived. Interestingly, Picardy is labelled a ‘French Traditional Carol’ in 
The English Hymnal, although to which season the carol was originally attached is not 
specified.
The nature of Britten’s borrowing from Picardy is unusual but not unlike a similar borrowing 
strategy from a plainchant melody in his anthem Hymn to St Peter (1956) -see chapter Villa. 
There is no straight run of the melody, as in an arrangement, but phrases are taken from the
Mirror constructions are not infrequent in Britten. In ‘Sound the Flute’ from part II o f Spring Symphony (1949) 
rehearsal 13, “Little lamb, Here I am”, boys’ voices in two parts sing 7 bars in mirror starting on the octave. The 
Cantata Academica (1959) Part One II, “Quae bene beateque vivendi” (“It offers the path to the good and happy 
life”) presents mirrors, at first separately, then conjoined at rehearsal 9. A mirror stripped to its essentials appears 
as Variation VI (Specchio I), o f the Gemini Variations (1965) for flute and violin. A second mirror (Specchio II), 
Variation XI (for piano duet) is a less objective statement and unfolds a huge range, beginning on 1A and 
expanding to a3. The variation ends on a unison e-flat 1. A year later (1966) in The Burning Fiery Furnace, 
Britten used a mirror pattern in the music for Ananias, Azarias and Misael, (Misael and Azarias mirror each 
other whilst Ananias sings a free voice between them) first at rehearsal 71 “But we beg your Majesty To excuse 
our frugality” and frequently thereafter. The mirror’s most telling phrase is the one most often repeated: “Lord, 
help us in our loneliness”. It is difficult to define a single unifying idea which might have stimulated Britten to 
employ the mirror device but the concept of kinship/fellowship might offer a clue. The Gemini Variations were 
written for twins; the mirrors are probably a witty reference. The three Israelites in The Burning Fiery Furnace 
were from the same tribe and, if  not actually brothers, were kin to one another. They formed a fellowship in the 
hostile surroundings of the Babylonian court. In the Cantata Academica, the mirror may be seen as a way of  
joining the ‘good and ‘happy’ paths in fellowship. In the Chorale, the mirror might be taken to symbolise the 
fellowship chorale-singers (or hymn-singers) enter into when they sing their communal songs; they thereby 
belong to the fellowship o f Christians. The possible symbolism involved in the Blake setting remains obscure.
See also the discussion the “sole chromatic tone” in the plainchant and harp interlude in Ceremony o f  Carols 
above.
Let all mortal flesh is placed in The English Hymnal in the section o f hymns recommended for ‘Sacraments 
and other Rites -H oly Communion’.
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original, some slightly altered rhythmically, and then reassembled in a different order to make 
a composite chorale. Britten’s disguising of his source is obviously deliberate and is a 
fascinating experiment of musical grammar -how a phrase of an existing melody creating a 
wholly satisfactory logic can be reordered (and therefore potentially destroy that logic), yet 
create an equally satisfactory but alternative logic. Britten may have been inspired to 
rearrange the fragments of Picardy by a game Mozart perfected in which single bars of a 
minuet are assembled into a musical whole, their order determined by the throw of a die.^  ^
Mozart’s game would have appealed to Britten whose attraction to games and puzzles is well 
documented in Bridcut (2006). An unsuspecting listener, who knew the Picardy melody well, 
may not even notice the carol’s presence. Ex. X.24 details the phrase borrowings from 
Picardy.
The musical style of Chorale imitates an exclusively Anglican musical type, the metrical 
psalm tune,^^ by employing long anacruses. This results in the unnatural prolonging of 
unstressed syllables in the text: “Asked Being”, “Con-firm”. “May weave”, “The actually”. 
Added to this are musical phrase endings which break up the phraseology of the poem so that 
gaps occur (through cadencing, even if a choir doesn’t actually breathe) between “Confirm it 
that Thy Primal Love | May weave in us the freedom of | The actually...”. The repeat of 
section A presents more such awkward hiatuses: “Inflict | Thy promises with each | Occasion 
of distress. That from our incoherence we | may learn to put our trust in Thee.” The effect is 
curiously archaic, recalling a style of hymn singing (an account of which is briefly given in 
chapter IV) long past. It lends objectivity to Britten’s setting which is rare. The music doesn’t 
set the text in the way one normally expects of Britten. There are no musical motives which 
are clear responses to textural references, or any shaping of the line to complement the 
phraseology. The Chorale offers something alternative; here, the words are elevated by 
indifference. It is, however, a very Anglican species of indifference; it is that indifference 
associated with hymn-singing. The verities sung communally by Christian congregations are 
so certain to their participants that they don’t have to be given special pleading -no art is 
required of the composer of the hymn tune. The selflessness of Anglican church music
Mozart secured proper closure by making the prescribed use of a cadencial bar, at the end o f the piece, part of  
the game.
The beginning o f each phrase, in tune with metrical psalms (which were first seen in print in England in the 
latter half o f the 16*^  century), ubiquitously begins with a breve i.e. double the length o f the notes which make up 
the rest o f the phrase (apart from the final tone). The purpose o f this lengthening has never been adequately 
explained but may be connected to the practice o f lining-out or being related back to the tenor tone in plainchant 
performance. It often has the effect o f stressing words or syllables inappropriately, a weakness not considered 
critical in communal (e.g. congregational) performance.
291
composers (a concept touched upon frequently in this study) was one of the principles which 
was most conscientiously adhered to. Britten’s setting is, in fact, a daring proposition 
(expressed, as were most of Britten’s daring propositions, in a most quiet and unobtrusive 
manner) in that it has raised Auden’s text to the status of a Christian Hymn. This is revealing, 
given the main contention of this dissertation; that hymn-singing is distinctly more of a parish 
church idiom than a cathedral one. The sociability of worship is a more constituent part of 
parish church life.
Section B presents the composite chorale melody in its entirety, with its metre regularised, in 
unison altos and tenors whilst the other voices weave a contrapuntal polyphony about it in 
four-parts. The texture is Purcellian -the Purcell of such anthems as Hear my prayer, O Lord 
(Z 15) dinàLord, how long wilt thou be angry? (Z 25); melodic phrases are undistinguished in 
themselves and so generic that to identify their derivation from the chorale melody would be a 
nugatory exercise. In carefully constructed contrapuntal combination, however, they form a 
rich tapestry of sound both impressively complex and sensually enjoyable. It was pointed out 
that, in an earlier but similar Purcell-inspired essay, ‘New Prince, New Pomp’ in Christ’s 
Nativity, Britten worked hard to achieve a convincing musical argument. His return to the 
experiment, here, shows a determination to master the style, equipped not only with a far 
securer technical confidence (there is little of the class room here) but with a greater and more 
intimate knowledge of Purcell’s music and the mechanisms of its construction.
The harmonic progression of the B section of the Chorale is (as in Purcell models) very slow 
and very simple: i -  IV (bar 19) -  V (bar 24) - 1 (bar 26); G minor gives way to G major for 
the tierce de Picardie, a musical pun on the derivation from Picardy which was almost 
certainly deliberate on Britten’s part.
The foreword to the score (written by Colin Matthews) details the history of the Chorale and 
states that Britten “in effect, ‘withdrew’ the Chorale in October 1969”. In 1971, Britten 
expressed a wish to revise the Chorale, a wish he never fulfilled.
The Holly and The Ivy (71941) arranged for voice and piano
Britten arranged The Holly and the Ivy twice. It is thought that the version for voice and piano 
(which pre-dates the a cappella arrangement by over ten years) was written, like most of 
Britten’s other folk-song arrangements, as a concert-filler for concerts he gave with Pears.
The arrangement resembles a Purcell/Britten realisation with an eleven bar ground scheme
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(possibly a retrograde reference to the melodic phrase “the playing of the merry harp”) played 
seven times:
Two-bar scalar ascent from A to E, played four times, followed by a
Three-bar scalar ascent of an octave from G-sharp, played once.
The two bar phrase could be perceived as a hemiola i.e. really in 3/2 rather than 3/4, the metre 
of the melody. In verse three “The holly bears a colour”, the ground moves into the piano’s 
tenor voice. A new bass, comprising a diatonic descending scale, unfolds the tonal space a to 
e. Here, and only here, the ground’s three-bar scalar ascent in the tenor (bars 45-47) proceeds 
from pc G-sharp to pc G-natural instead of G-sharp. The coda employs a scalar ascent in 
octaves of a tenth, from F-sharp to the tonic a.
The accompanimental, quasi-baroque, figuration is varied on each new round of the ground, 
culminating in some French-Overture-like dotted rhythms in the last chorus. Britten’s 
arrangement, almost certainly by design, runs counter to the naïve folk-character of the Carol 
melody; its non-fiinctional harmony deliberately chafes against the purely diatonic melody.^^ 
The colouring of the figuration avoids pictorial reference; there are no “running deer” or 
“sweet harps” here. It is not pastoral England that is evoked here but the England of Purcell. 
This response appears quite deliberate, as if it were an antidote to Vaughan Williams’ musical 
ideology.
The Holly and the Ivy (1957) arr. for SATB
The arrangement was made in response to a request by June Gordon (Marchioness of 
Aberdeen and Temair) on behalf of the Haddo House Choral Society for their annual 
Carol Concerts because the Society was ‘heartily sick of all arrangements.. .tried so 
far.
comp, and ed. Banks 1999, p. 165 
Britten’s a cappella arrangement of The Holly and the Ivy^^ possesses an alternative quality, 
in the same sense that the word ‘alternative’ is used (correctly or incorrectly) in ‘alternative 
comedy’. It deliberately attempts to distance itself from the rather tired formulas of traditional
If 1941, the putative year o f composition, is correct, Britten’s arrangement acts in fascinating counterpoint to 
his essay England and the Folk-Art Problem, also of 1941. In this essay, Britten wrote of the “Uneventful 
charm” (Kildea 2003, p. 32) o f English folksongs which he saw as “part o f the weakness” (ibid.) o f them. It 
would appear that Britten’s accompaniment was designed to provide some eventfulness.
A complication concerning copyright emerged when Britten’s SATB arrangement of The Holly and the Ivy 
was published in 1957. Although the melody was a folk song, the collector and transcriber, Cecil Sharp, held a 
copyright for the melody. Boosey & Hawkes were involved in delicate negotiations with Novello as a result. 
Britten wrote apologetically to Boosey & Hawkes in 1961 stating that “in the future” he would “never arrange a 
folk song without enquiring fully into its sources” (Kildea 2002, p. 27).
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Choral Society settings (perhaps to satisfy the dedicatee, June Gordon). Britten’s version of 
The Holly and the Ivy appears pared down, slimline and dry but is, unlike another refreshingly 
contra-Choral Society arrangement, Martin Shaw’s, in The Oxford Book o f Carols (1928), 
ostentatiously drained of ornament. Shaw’s paring down was undoubtedly due to his 
sympathy with the folk-song movement^ ^ which sought to restore traditional melodies to the 
general public through arrangements which didn’t unduly corrupt or obscure the purity and 
simplicity of the melodies.^^ Britten’s parsimonious approach doesn’t appear to be motivated 
by any such spirit of authenticity (or selflessness). Textures are plain and sometimes sound 
uncomfortably sparse; verses two and six, set for tenors and basses alone, resemble a melody- 
line sung against an unrealised and therefore incomplete figured-bass. The shape of the 
accompanying counterpoint for each verse is fluent but, in the verses where there are only two 
parts (1, 2, 3, 5, 6 and 7), Britten’s unorthodoxy (parallel fifths, parallel octaves and unisons, 
unprepared accented dissonances) strikes one not so much as wittily inventive (nor rustic, 
perhaps, in mimicking the unorthodox counterpoint of rural Psalmody) so much as carelessly 
unscholarly. Deliberate mistakes substitute for invention. Although, elsewhere, Britten 
enjoyed gentle mockery of academe with frequent and deliberate contrapuntal faux pas, the 
refreshing result nearly always fully justified the contravention of stiff rules. Here the joke - i f  
that is what it was -falls flat.
Britten’s craft is not entirely absent however; the arrangement’s design has a satisfying 
symmetry
Tonality/modality of
Verse Melodv Accomnanvins voice accomnanvins voice
1 Soprano Alto F major
2 Tenor Bass Mixolydian on C
3 Alto Tenor Dorian on D
4 Bass Soprano and Alto B-flat major
5 Alto Tenor Dorian on D
6 Tenor Bass Mixolydian on C
7 Soprano Alto F (major)
Shaw’s interest in and love o f folk song made him an ideal joint (musical) editor, with Vaughan Williams, o f  
The Oxford Book o f Carols (1928). Several o f Shaw’s arrangements were produced especially for it.
What Britten perceived as weakness and uneventfulness (see footnote 66) Shaw, as evidenced by his setting, 
perceived as laudably sincere and spontaneous.
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The scheme allows each voice to sing the melody and the combination of voices offers a 
varied mix of light and dark. The varied tonality/modality of the accompanying voice is a 
contrivance more appealing to the imagination than to the ear. Verse 4, set in the 
subdominant, is most characteristically Britten-like, particularly the handling of the tonic tone 
F as a fifth in the subdominant triad at the final cadence of the verse. The refi-ain, where all 
four voices sing together, is restrained almost to the point of poverty. It resists, as it does in 
the piano and voice arrangement, illustrative allusions to “running of deer”, or the “playing of 
the merry harp”. Some technical finesse is demonstrated when, with only small adjustments at 
the cadences, the four voices sing the contrapuntal strand but of a different voice for the final 
refi-ain:
Refrain to verse 1-6 Refrain to verse 7
Melody -Soprano Melody -Bass
Alto Soprano
Tenor Alto
Bass Tenor
In comparison to the extraordinary invention and colour Britten invested in contemporary 
compositions. Prince o f the Pagodas 1956, Songs from the Chinese 1957, the arrangement of 
The Holly and the Ivy looks more like a task fulfilled rather grudgingly rather than a 
celebration of Britten’s favourite Christian festival.
King Herod and the Cock arr. for unison voices and piano
Dedicated and written in 1962 for the London Boy Singers, who gave its first performance at 
an Aldeburgh Festival concert. King Herod and the Cock is an inventive arrangement which 
Reed thought illustrated “how strong Britten’s feeling [was] for theatrical projection and 
musical growth” (1995a, p.20). The melody and words were collected by Cecil Sharp but 
Britten’s version is slightly different (both text and melody) from Martin Shaw’s arrangement 
of the melody in The Oxford Book o f Carols which also claims the same source. Both are in 
the same key (G minor) and have the same number of verses.^^ The most interesting 
difference is the insertion in the fourth bar, by Britten, of a 3/2 bar in the 4/4 melody.
In the published score, Boosey & Hawkes (1965), there is a misprint in the melody occurring in bar six, where 
the second crotchet is given as al instead of g 1. In at least two commercial recordings of King Herod and the 
Cock this mistake has been rectified.
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As was quite common in Britten’s arrangements of folk songs, the piano accompanying 
figuration is an entirely new invention. It is not overtly derived fi-om any vocal phrase of the 
melody, although the arpeggio structure of the melody (rising fi-om gl through b-faltl to dl) 
contains within it, in outline, the shape Britten found for his ostinato. It is, rhythmically, quite 
new too and is deliberately misaligned, metrically, in relation to the melody. In verses one to 
three (including the introduction), the phrase structure is
phrase one, three beats
phrase two, five beats, 
phrase three, three beats 
phrase four, four beats 
phrase six, five beats 
phrase seven, four beats 
phrase eight, three beats 
phrase nine, five beats
In the fourth verse the phrase structure is 
phrase one, three beats 
phrase two, three beats 
phrase three, five beats 
phrase four, four beats
Each beat is a half-note in length. This phraseology is defined by the “menacing piano 
ostinato figure” (Reed, ibid.) and naturally puns with the phrase-lengths of the melody; 
sometimes these begin together on a strong downbeat, sometimes they fall at the half bar and 
sometimes they fall between phrases (though never commencing on the last beat of the 
melody’s phrase). The metre of the melody, though actually simple, sounds irregular and 
complex when treated in Britten’s manner. The ostinato, in the lowest voice, outlines two 
triads a step apart, G minor and F major and is a vivid depiction of Herod: scheming, ranting, 
nasty and in a threatening mood. Its sudden stopping and pausing is curiously disturbing -  
depicting, perhaps, Herod’s silent contemplation of evil strategies. In verses one to three the 
bass ostinato moves away from the tonic G to B-flat, returning to G via A, offering relief from 
the heavy tonic burden. The perambulation is more adventurous in the final verse, moving 
away from G, via B-flat to first d, then on to f: a sequence of thirds characteristic of the
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composer’s prolongation strategy. The harmonic intensification implied by this rising 
sequence (matching the intensification of the tiny drama being played out in the song) is 
matched by the dissonant relationship it has to the (unaltered) melody. This tension is finally 
released in the coda when the ostinato, now in the highest register of the piano 
accompaniment, appears in G major (coinciding with the final tone of the melody) which, 
Reed suggests, is “a triumphant representation of the cock crowing” (ibid.). In the final two 
bars of the song, the ostinato figure moves from g2, to a2 to b2 (before ending on g3); this is a 
retrograde of the motion in verse one with each supporting an optimistic-sounding major 
triad.
Though a miniature, Britten’s King Herod manages to deliver considerable interest and drama 
-almost more than it might be imagined could be contained in such a small format. It may 
have planted the idea for the more ambitious piece. The Golden Vanity, which was composed 
just four years later in 1966. The Golden Vanity uses the same forces as King Herod, boys’ 
voices and piano and, like the carol arrangement, it is based on an existing folk-melody (an 
old English ballad). But Britten was able to expand the drama beyond what was possible in 
King Herod and create a mini-operatic sequence.
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XI Britten and the Organ
The historical, aesthetical, physical and acoustic reasons and justifications for the organ being 
the Church’s favoured musical instrument are not evaluated in this study. The organ’s 
primacy as Anglican Church’s favoured instrument in Britten’s lifetime is treated as de facto. 
A composer like Britten, writing works for the Tradition of the Anglican Church, who wished 
to respect that Tradition, had no option but to use it or compose for a cappella choir. 
Alternatives for a small orchestral accompaniment -a  reinvention of the conventions of the 
Chapel Royal in its Carolinian heyday or a revival of the more economically secure days of 
generously sponsored parish church music (both of which have been discussed) -were, by 
Britten’s time, either out of fashion or discouraged. Secular associations or prohibitive 
expense meant that they could only be used on exceptional occasions. Not even the service of 
Nine Lessons and Carols, which surely could afford the luxury, has attempted to break with 
Tradition; it clearly supports the idea that the organ is the right instrument for the job.
With the exception of only one piece, it is not at all surprising, given his dependence on 
Tradition (see chapter Villa), to find that all of Britten’s Liturgical Music Proper (see Chapter 
II) which requires accompaniment uses the organ, and only the organ. ^ The exception is 
Psalm 150 which, as was pointed in chapter Va, was composed for a performance in a village 
church which, at the time, did not possess an organ.^
The music of 20^  ^Century Light Music Group, of whom Geoffrey Beaumont was a leading 
figure (see Chapters Va and VI above), its hymn tunes and Masses, proved much more 
suitable, because of its rhythmic character, to play on the piano (perhaps with guitar, drums 
and string-bass in attendance) than on the organ. This was the first real challenge to the 
supremacy of the organ since the Commonwealth. Whatever the negative effect the 20^  ^
Century Light Music Group may be said to have had on Tradition church musicians’ lives, it 
cannot be accused, as the Commonwealth regime certainly can, of removing and destroying 
organs, even if it felt that other alternatives were possible, perhaps even more desirable. The 
organ, therefore, retained its status as the church’s primary musical instrument in the vast 
majority of churches and chapels in all cathedrals. If, therefore, a composer who respected 
Tradition were to set out to write music for Anglican worship, the only viable alternative to an 
a cappella choral piece would have been to write an accompaniment for organ. To insider- 
composers this presented no problem. To outsiders, like Britten, it was necessary to learn how
’ Britten’s Secular Liturgical Music (see chapter II for a definition o f this term and the works in this category) 
was not, o f course, constrained by the same convention which demanded organ accompaniment.
 ^Britten was able to turn this factor to his advantage by getting school children to provide the accompaniment to 
his anthem celebrating the centenary of their school.
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to write for the instrument. Like the harp and the guitar, the organ is notoriously hard to write 
for effectively and practically without detailed knowledge.
Britten’s name is not readily associated with the organ. He did not play the instrument and his 
solo compositions (only one of which was published in his life time) don’t indicate any 
particular interest in the instrument. However, it would be wrong to infer from this that 
Britten was a stranger to the instrument or to suggest, as the distinguished organist, choir 
master and composer Robert Ashfield (1911-2007) did in 1999, that Britten “didn’t 
understand the organ at all” (Ferguson 1999, p. 19).  ^Timothy Bond suggests that Britten’s 
approach to writing for the organ is “apparently contradictory in all his works” (2004, p. 53); 
on the one hand he calls for crescendos and diminuendos more suited to a romantic 
instrument, on the other, he writes refined contrapuntal lines more suited to a neoclassical 
instrument. Although this does not amount to a dismissal of Britten’s understanding of the 
instrument. Bond implies that Britten had a confused idea of just what an organ or an organist 
could achieve, perhaps bom of a lack of acquaintance with the instmment.
The sound of the English Romantic church organ must have been very familiar to Britten. In 
his childhood, attendance at the local church, St John’s, Lowestoft, was a regular activity. 
Here, the 1904 Norman and Beard organ (now rebuilt and installed in St Andrew’s church, 
Gorleston) would have provided the main musical accompaniment to worship. A more direct 
link to the instmment occurred through the fidendship with Charles J R Coleman, organist at 
St John’s Church. Coleman was amongst the first musicians who offered great encouragement 
to the young Britten, both as performer (on the piano) and composer. It says a lot for Britten’s 
admiration and/or gratitude to Coleman that there is no hint of criticism in written form, or 
reported in conversation, about him as a man or musician. When Britten was preparing his 
first professional piece of liturgical music (a piece he intended to be published, a piece which 
could potentially sell well), the Te Deum in C, it was Coleman whom Britten consulted about 
the organ part. In his diary for Christmas Eve, 1934, Britten wrote:
At 6:0 go to St John’s with Mr. Coleman, who is a help, trying over the organ part of
my Te Deum.
Ed. J Evans 2009, p. 239
 ^Ashfield asserted that, in Britten’s Jubilate Deo in C, there were “passages jumping from piano to fortissimo 
with hands and feet going flat out” (Ferguson 1999, p. 19). “How are you supposed to do this?” was Ashfield’s 
question. In fact no such passage occurs in Britten’s piece. An organist is asked to produce a crescendo while 
both hands are occupied; but the pedal part is so written that operation o f a swell box is perfectly possible to 
manage. This is something which occurs often enough in organ music written by organists. As evidence o f  
Britten’s misunderstanding o f the organ, Ashfield’s example falls considerably short.
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Britten was working on his Te Deum as early as July 1934. It is interesting to note, in 
particular, that Britten worked at it the day after giving a concert with Coleman at St John’s 
Church on 9^  ^July, 1934. This concert included piano solos played by Britten and organ solos 
played by Coleman. It also included pieces by Mozart, Tchaikovsky and Bridge arranged by 
Britten for the rather unusual combination of the organ and piano. It would be true to say that, 
as Britten was coming to grips with the medium of liturgical music, the sound of the organ, 
the Norman and Beard in St John’s in particular, was fi*esh in Britten’s mind after the 
rehearsals for the concert and the concert itself.
Any appreciation Britten may have had for the actual sound or utility of the organ was 
tempered by his lack of enthusiasm for its repertoire and for certain characteristics in the style 
of performance it seemed to encourage. In his diary entry for 4* June 1934, Britten writes 
that:
After dinner I go for a bit of Heathcote Statham’s organ recital at St. Johns [sic.] -  
sheer duty because I loathe org. recitals. He doesn’t really play badly -  but, like most 
organists with practically no rhythm. He played some ludicrous music -  Widor etc."^
Ed. J Evans 2009, p. 213
From this rather dismissive notice it is possible to begin to understand why Britten wrote for 
the organ in the particular way that he did, especially in view of his wish to correct the 
impression that organists played with “practically no rhythm”. One has to go behind the literal 
meaning of this statement of course, since it is highly unlikely that Statham (or indeed any 
proper organist, including Coleman) would play literally “with practically no rhythm”. But it 
is certainly true that the type of organ playing Britten would have heard was inclined to 
smooth the edges of certain rhythmic patterns and de-energise their impact in music-making.
When, at the turn of the nineteenth century, organ builders started responding to new 
aesthetical considerations of musical style -the desire for a full exploitation of a huge range of 
dynamics and the smooth transition between them, for example -they happily embraced new 
technological developments which allowed them to achieve these goals without unreasonable 
inconveniences to players. Larger volume meant larger wind-pressures and thus, potentially, 
heavier resistance on keys. By introducing a servo mechanism (pneumatic systems, later 
electrical systems) the organist could use any number of registers on heavy wind-pressure 
with no unmanageably heavy mechanisms to operate. However, the servo mechanism
 ^An example o f Statham’s playing style can be heard on CD 7 and 8 o f the Great Cathedral Organs collection 
from EMI Recodrs Ltd., 2011. The recordings were made in 1966 in Norwich cathedral, over thirty years after 
Britten heard Statham in Lowestoft, but the style o f the playing is surely ostensibly the same.
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deprived the player of a control he had once had over the speed at which the wind entered the 
foot of an organ pipe and the speed of its cut-off. These two techniques were vital to the 
creation of accents and de-accents, which formed the basis of an organist’s means of 
expression. The basic non-legato touch -with varying degrees of connectedness from détaché 
to joined-up legato -lasted longer in the organ playing tradition than any other keyboard 
tradition for this reason. Once this expressive technique was denied to organists, legato style 
predominated. By the 1970s, the tide was beginning to turn and, once again, the advantages of 
mechanical-action instruments were being reassessed. With them, gradually, came a return to 
a more considered approach to key attack, key release and key speed which was gradually 
becoming part of the organist’s technique. Even so, C H Trevor’s The Oxford Organ Method, 
1971, includes exercises designed to cultivate an unbroken legato. These exercises involved 
elaborate finger substitutions and finger and thumb slides -also toe-slides for the pedal. The 
Oxford Organ Method, in other words, promotes a style of organ-playing still dominant at the 
time. Breaking the legato was not recommended, generally, within phrases. Between phrases, 
gaps were recommended, but motifs tended to be absorbed into a phrase-unit. Repeated tones 
and some features requiring special emphasis might also prove an exception to the legato rule 
but even passages involving parallel octaves were expected to be performed without a break, 
either by sliding the thumbs or by dividing the material between the hands (even if these 
techniques resulted in an uncomfortable physical strain).^
In his scholarly guide to organ performance. Historical Performance Practice in Organ 
Playing, Jon Laukvik concludes:
The piano, as opposed to the organ, is not capable of a true legato, at least with rather 
longer notes, but can only offer the illusion of it... Pianists endeavoured, therefore to 
give the impression of legato, which was necessary for presenting the increasingly 
long musical developments^ of romantic music. The pianist-organists of the 19th 
century transferred this idea to the organ and there they could realise it fully: here 
complete legato was attainable.
Laukvik 1996 p. 9
The dominance o f legato technique was not an exclusively English phenomenon. Between 1952 and 1954, the 
distinguished Belgian organist and teacher Flor Peeters (1903-1986) produced his influential pedagogical work, 
Ars Organi, in which similarly comprehensive exercises designed to cultivate a legato style are legion. In 
Norway, similar legato exercises are predominant in an important pedagogical tutor by Peter Lindeman, Praktisk 
Skole fo r  Orgel og Harmonium, 1950.
 ^Laukvik offers this additional explanation for the nineteenth century’s dominating legato style:
“In the late romantic period, the period in composition o f harmonic supremacy, legato had to be the chief 
playing style in order to allow the polarisation o f melody (the conscious, articulated, solo element) and harmony 
(the unconscious, non-articulated, group element)”, 1996, p. 306.
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Composers of organ music in the nineteenth and early twentieth century seemed to have 
embraced this playing style (perhaps because, as Laukvik intimates, it served their 
compositional style). For example, the fugato section of Vaughan Williams’ Bryn Calf aria 
(the first of his Three Preludes founded on Welsh Hymn Tunes from 1920) is marked molto 
legato where, perhaps, the application of a more nuanced articulation would help project the 
intricate polyphony more clearly. W G Alcock’s Introduction and Passacaglia (1934) groups 
notes together under phrasing slurs (indicating legato) but there is no indication of how 
smaller units should be grouped in order to make clear their function in the shaping of a 
phrase. It was a general trend that phrases beginning with anacruses were treated the same as 
phrases beginning without anacruses; tones which might, in performance on another 
instrument or the voice, be given an accent through an increase in volume remain, on the 
organ, passively un-emphasised. These and other musical subtleties which passed by the 
organist, intent on his unbroken line, could certainly leave the impression that rhythmic 
character and rhythmic energy were not part and parcel of the organist’s musical armoury and 
that accents were somehow unimportant in organ playing. The subtle grading of lengths of 
tones and the variety of key speed attacks and releases were not on the agenda at all.
(Scherzos requiring ‘air’ were sometimes performed in an equally unrelenting flow of 
staccato tones.)
Legato style was, besides, far more suitable to the new trends in organ-voicing. This was 
unlike pre-nineteenth century voicing which had emphasised wind-speed attack, particularly, 
by introducing a starting noise, the ‘chiff before the actual pitch emanated from the pipe, 
which could either be exaggerated or minimalised by key-speed control. The new voicing 
aimed at smooth speech unimpaired by any starting tangent. Voicing of romantic style organs 
also involved the blending of registers. It became the fashion to make the effect of the adding 
of registers mimic a continuous crescendo, without any sudden jolts in the progressive 
increase in volume.^
From the Britten Thematic Catalogue -Beta Version (available on-line) it is possible to 
inspect the first ten bars of a work entitled 6 Variations On “How Bright these Glorious 
Spirits Shine” (BTC348), a work dedicated to Coleman. The date of composition is 1925. The 
work is scored for chorus, strings, piano and organ and, although it is not Britten’s earliest 
attempt to write specifically for the organ, it allows a glimpse of his understanding of the
’ For a highly efficient, well documented but brief account o f technical developments in organ construction, see 
Owen in ed. Snyder 2002, chapter 16.
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instrument in his youth and the style of music he associated with it.  ^What is striking is the 
degree to which Britten’s organ part is idiomatically written for the instrument and full of 
specific detail; this includes the tying over of common tones, the doubling of voices at the 
octave and the rationalised pedal voice which avoids awkward leaps. The detail registration 
recommendation is remarkable: stops specified, couplers specified, manuals specified. An 
organist could easily reckon the composer of this music to be an experienced player. Although 
the composition is unremarkable in these opening bars, Britten’s adroit writing for the organ 
shows a level of understanding of its style (also playing style) which indicates an 
astonishingly high level of absorption in a non-player.^
In his first serious, professional organ writing, the accompaniment for the Te Deum in C, it is 
intriguing to observe the strategies that Britten devised to overcome the deficiency in 
rhythmic character he so disliked in usual organ performances. From bar one, Britten 
challenges the organist, presenting him with a musical motif whose character lies as much in 
its rhythm as in its melodic shape. The pedal voice starts with a syncopation -a  rhythmic 
device which plays an important role throughout the piece -charging it with intense, quiet 
energy. An organist must devise the means to project this and the other packets of energy he 
encounters throughout the piece. Above all, the player must suggest accents to a listener. The 
length of notes in relation to each other becomes as critical in Britten’s Te Deum as it once 
was in the performance of baroque music on a mechanical-action instrument. It may not have 
been Britten’s intention, but he nonetheless calls upon the organist to return to a dimension of 
an organist’s playing technique which had not been cultivated assiduously since the 
predominance of non-mechanical actions. (This can be dated to around the 1830s.) Britten’s 
initial musical instruction ‘‘marcato e non legato sempre\ couched in slightly different 
pedagogical terms, was the sine qua non of organ technique until the romantic style took hold. 
“The organ”, Britten seems to be saying, “can be as rhythmic as any other instrument, if only 
composers would insist upon it, and force performers to articulate”.
Britten’s organ part for the Te Deum was carefully researched. Although the opening pedal 
passage looks too nimble for 16 foot pipes, Britten must have been satisfied with the effect as
The Britten Thematic Catalogue -Beta Version lists several unfinished organ pieces which predate the 6 
variations. The extracts published in the catalogue enable one to chart Britten’s understanding o f the organ. It is 
clear that, in his first attempts, Britten possessed very little understanding o f how to write for the instrument. 
Unlike an instrument he played himself (the piano, the viola) Britten had to do some serious research in order to 
learn how to write competently for it.
 ^That Britten consulted Coleman about these details is very likely. It is equally likely that Britten wanted to 
show off his gained knowledge of the organ by applying these details himself rather than handing the 
responsibility over to Coleman.
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demonstrated to him by Coleman/^ Britten, probably on the sensible advice of Coleman, 
leaves the choice of stops to each individual player. Mere hints are offered as to which manual 
might be used (the Te Deum suggestions require three, the same number (and type) available 
on the St John’s organ) to realise the character of sound required and the dynamic plan to be 
followed (which calls for both swell-box and the manipulation of stops). In two places it 
appears that certain colours demonstrated to him by Coleman at Lowestoft were so much to 
his liking that Britten specified them in his score. In bar 182, Britten indicates that the Swell 
sub-octave coupler should be used (which, in effect, meant that the right-hand passage would 
sound in the written octave and simultaneously doubled at the octave below). In bar 295 
Britten specifies that the organist should use only 16 foot stops (or a single 16 foot stop) in the 
pedal -an unusual request since a 16 foot stop is usually too diffuse in sound to provide a 
satisfactorily distinct line. It is, customarily, either accompanied by an 8 foot stop or coupled 
to the manuals where at least one 8 foot stop is nearly always prescribed.
Although Britten’s Te Deum in C is not commonly thought of as a particularly radical piece of 
art, in its overtly rhythmically-insistent organ accompaniment it certainly stakes out new 
ground; it provides a step on the way to encourage organists to play rhythmically. The 
withdrawn Deo in E-flat, also written in 1934, sees Britten continuing his campaign
to eliminate the overriding legato style of organ playing. Staccatos, rests and accents abound. 
The piece may not have reached its ultimate form (indeed, it does Britten rather a disservice to 
perform what is obviously an awkward, unrevised score) but an examination of the organ 
accompaniment reveals a further step forward in Britten’s inventive boldness in writing for 
the instrument.
Although a significant proportion of the music Britten intended for organ demonstrates his 
determination to give it rhythmic life {Rejoice in the Lamb, Hymn to St Peter, Antiphon,
Missa Brevis, Jubilate Deo in C, A Hymn o f St Columba), not all of Britten’s writing for the 
instrument exhibits the same tendency or the same level of determinacy.
On occasion, Britten was content to write in a style more characteristic of it at that period. 
There is little, texturally, in the Prelude and Fugue on a theme ofVittoria which might be 
identified as writing against type although, harmonically, the piece occupies new territory.
The author can attest to the workability o f Britten’s suggested registrations as he was given access (on 
01.04.10) to the organ of St John’s which is now housed in the church o f St Andrew’s, Gorleston on Sea, near 
Great Yarmouth in Norfolk, and tried them out. A short booklet about the organ details the changes made to it 
between the time Britten would have heard it demonstrated and the present. None o f these affected the registers 
tested, which remain unaltered since Britten’s acquaintance with the instrument. Of particular note is the clarity 
of speech and full tone quality o f the 16 foot pedal registers.
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The dynamic plan of the fugue suggests that Britten had reckoned with the performer’s 
utilisation of registration aids -an indication of Britten’s insider-knowledge of such gadgetry. 
Perhaps the unadventurous texture has contributed to the piece’s relative neglect; it certainly 
isn’t the organist’s wished-for masterpiece from England’s then leading composer. Britten’s 
disappointing invention in the Prelude and Fugue is often attributed to indifference for the 
project but other examples of Britten’s more commonplace organ writing could be viewed as 
a deliberate ploy in the service of scene setting. The typical organ textures (long sustained 
chords underpinned by a 16 foot pedal voice) used by Britten in the organ parts in two radio 
presentations, The Company o f Heaven (1937) and The World o f  the Spirit (1938), were 
employed to evoke the atmosphere of a church and to bring the listening audience into church. 
Typical organ style -that is, typical for late nineteenth, early twentieth century England -is 
used again in the cantata Saint Nicolas op. 42 (1948) in the organ accompaniment to the fifth 
movement. The octave doublings, sustained chords, diminuendos and crescendos, achieved 
through operating swell-boxes and the subtracting and adding of stops, are all clichés readily 
associated with a repertoire of organ music (written mostly by organists for organists) which 
formed the core of voluntaries and music played at organ recitals for three generations of 
church musicians from about 1860 until around 1950. The contrapuntal texture too, derived 
from Handel, is characteristic of the same genre. Only the unexpected harmonic progressions 
are uniquely Britten’s; they lift the music above the banal. This movement of the cantata 
depicts Nicolas’s consecration as bishop. Since most performances of the cantata take place in 
a church (where an organ and a distant gallery -necessary requirements for the successful 
performance of the work -are most readily available), on the face of it, the need to evoke 
church atmosphere might be considered an unnecessary tautology. If Britten’s cantata had 
been written in a more characteristically Anglican style this would be the case. However, 
Britten’s music is decidedly non-Anglican, so that this reverting to type is actually a 
remarkably effective device; the audience is transported into the cathedral at Myra. Earlier in 
the cantata, the audience had been equally effectively transported to other locations -  
including a bathroom and on board a ship in tempestuous high seas. Britten chose to mimic 
the cathedral organ style of turn of the century England in order to bring about a scene 
change. Even though this was historically cock-eyed, it was unambiguously (for an English 
audience at least) cathedral music. Had Britten attempted, if such were possible, to simulate 
early 4‘^  century Persian cathedral style, the scene setting would probably have failed in its 
effectiveness.
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Another very brief but interesting organ passage occurs in Noye’s Fludde (1958). Beginning 
seven bars before figure 117, the purpose of this tiny interlude is to modulate from F major to 
G major and give the congregation time to stand before they join in the communal singing of 
the fifth verse of the hymn The spacious firmament on high. The playing of organ interludes 
between hymn verses (or between Metrical-Psalm verses) was a common practice (Temperley 
1979, p. 129, concluded that “it is not known when the practice began”) which survived right 
up until the time of S S Wesley; he was a particularly gifted practitioner and had several such 
interludes published. Britten’s interlude does not amount to an independent piece but is (or 
has as its background) simply a progression of three chords designed to modulate neatly and 
efficiently: F major: I, V?W, V7/II. However, the voice-leading gives the impression of cack- 
handedness and the basic metrical structure goes awry. It is as if Britten wanted to guy a 
peculiarly incompetent organ improvisation (cf. the Village organist’s piece below). This was 
an easy thing for Britten to imitate since he must have heard a good deal of hit-and-miss 
improvisation when he attended church regularly; organists are inordinately fond of 
improvising whether they are good or bad at it. Here, the effect is both odd and witty.
Something more than “sheer duty” (the phrase he used in connection to Statham’s recital in 
Lowestoft) compelled Britten to attend an organ recital given by the distinguished French 
organist André Marchai in November 1936. Britten, along with Alan Bush, Constant Lambert 
and William Walton, had each been invited to provide a theme for a four movement organ 
symphony which Marchai would improvise as the final item in his recital. Britten’s diary 
entry for November 12* reads:
At 7.45 I go to Bloomsbury... & to a recital of the Organ Music Society... First part of 
programme all ord. organ stuff, well played I suppose, but not to my taste. The second half 
was a Symphony improvised on themes by 4 English composers (Fugue, Alan Bush -  
Scherzo, me -  Adagio, Walton -  Toccata, Lambert). It was amazingly clever & 
inconceivable since he is blind. My scherzo was a quaint odd little thing, very French and 
exotic.
Ed. Mitchell and Reed 1991, p. 441 
By “well played”, perhaps Britten is suggesting that Marchai had mastered rhythmic clarity 
on the organ better than had Statham. The adjective ‘ordinary’ in the sentence “all ord[inary] 
organ stuff’ seems curiously misplaced. In a programme which included a work described as 
Toccata in D minor by Blow, a short piece by Landino, Bach’s C major Toccata and Fugue 
(presumably BWV 566), Franck’s B minor Chorale, Langlais’s Poème Evangélique no. 2 and 
Messiaen’s Apparition de VÉglise éternelle, only the works by Franck and Bach would have 
been regular recital material in England at the time. All the other works would have been
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somewhat novel to English organ concert goers; indeed, organ-concert enthusiasts would have 
been attracted to Marchai’s concert specifically because his concerts, as often as not, included 
repertoire not at all well known. In fact, the programme was so unusual that the critic of The 
Musical Times, A[chibald] F [armer], who reported on the concert, described it as “not an 
obvious one”^  ^(A.F. was particularly mystified by Messiaen’s piece, describing it as 
“strange, discordant and rather repellent”.) It is a pity Britten was not more detailed in his 
criticism of the organ concert as this may have provided more insights into his likes and 
dislikes concerning organ performance-style and repertoire. Britten’s general appreciation of 
the music of César Franck is well documented in his early diaries; we do not know if his 
enthusiasm extended to Frank’s compositions for his own instrument, the organ. Particularly 
frustrating to the researcher is the lack of comment by Britten about his response to the music 
of Messiaen and Langlais. This would have answered a question which remains as yet 
unanswerable; what was the extent to which Britten was inspired in his writing for organ 
(specifically in the accompaniments to Rejoice in the Lamb, the Festival Te Deum, the Missa 
Brevis, certain passages in The Company o f Heaven and even the War Requiem and the Three 
Church Parables) by twentieth-century French organ-music composers?
Britten was slightly more forthcoming in his comments about Marchai’s improvised 
symphony - “It was amazingly clever... My scherzo was a quaint odd little thing, very French 
and exotic”. The description “very French” could be an example of youthful boastfulness in 
claiming a knowledge of a style from slender evidence. Or one could infer fi-om it that Britten 
had knowledge of the repertoire more extensive than has been documented. It has been noted 
that Britten had heard Widor’s music in Lowestoft and he had heard organ music by 
Alexandre Guilmant too.^  ^It is likely that, when Britten moved to London, he heard organists 
play more adventurous repertoire than he had heard in Lowestoft. Maurice Vinden, for 
example, organist at St Mark’s, North Audley Street, with whom Britten had contact through 
performances of A Boy was Born, and for whom both the Te Deum in C and the withdrawn 
Jubilate Deo in E-flat were written, was a highly regarded organ performer as well as 
enjoying a reputation as one of London’s best church choir trainers. Concert programmes 
reported in contemporary journals testify to Vinden’s performance of early twentieth century 
French organ music, including the works of Louis Vieme (1870-1937) whose harmonic
" Farmer 1936, p. 1111.
Guilmant’s Offertoire sur deux Noëls was performed by Coleman at a concert in St John’s Lowestoft on S**’ 
January, 1931. It was at this concert that Britten heard the first performance of A Hymn to the Virgin and The 
Sycamore Tree (at the time titled 1 Saw Three Ships). Britten noted in his diary that there were “very good organ 
solos by Mr. Coleman” (ed. J Evans 2009, p.59).
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language was inspired by Debussy and which in turn inspired the new generation of French 
organists with Marcel Dupre (one of his pupils) prominent among them. Something in 
Marchai’s improvisation was clearly identifiable to Britten as being distinctly French and it is 
reasonable to assume that this was because he had heard enough French organ music to 
recognise characteristic stylistic traits.
The organist Stephen Hicks, who was a pupil of Marchai, has given the following description 
of Marchai’s improvisation style:
Marchai’s style may not have been amazing in terms of showy virtuosity when 
compared to players like Pierre Cochereau; rather it was the sheer quality of the music 
making that mesmerized. Marchai’s musical style was Langlais’s inspiration, and 
Marchai’s scope in many ways beat that of Langlais. [Marchai’s greatness was his] 
Charm, humour, amazing melodic gifts, masterly form, contrapuntal skill in no way 
inferior to Dupre’s, along with a great musical personality and charisma^^
Britten was obviously “mesmerized” too. Although the first part of the programme was not to 
Britten’s taste, any more than was Statham’s playing style two years earlier, there is no reason 
to suppose that Britten was deaf to the effectiveness of the French organist’s (or French 
composer’s) exotic sound-colours, particularly since the youthful Britten had often fallen 
under the spell of the sound-colours of other French music (Debussy and Ravel in particular). 
In fact, it is difficult to see where the inspiration for the strikingly effective organ chords in 
movement V ‘War in Heaven’ fi*om The Company o f Heaven (between figure 17 and 18) 
came from if not fi-om French organ music. There is no precedent for them in the English 
repertoire.
The resemblances to French organ music in the organ writing of Rejoice in the Lamb (1943) 
are particularly intriguing. In section 1 of the cantata, for example, the staccato chords 
accompanying the held pedal-point are very reminiscent of certain passages in the organ 
music of Louis Vieme, for example: the Scherzetto, no. 14 fi-om 24 Pièces en style libre. 
Something of the fairground-organ is discernable in the élan of both Britten’s accompaniment 
to section 2 of the cantata and the ninth variation from Dupré’s Variations Sur un Noël, op. 20 
(published in 1923); both examples place strong beats in the pedal and dancy staccato chords 
in the manual. In the right hand obbligato of the section 4 treble solo ‘For I will consider my 
Cat Jeoffrey’ an echo again of Vieme can be heard: cf. for example Nai'des, piece no. four 
from Pièces de Fantaisie, 4me suite. Most remarkable of all is the similarity in texture and the 
effect of the accompaniment to the tenor solo ‘For the flowers are great blessings’, section 6
Private correspondence from Stephen Hicks, 10.11.2008.
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o f Rejoice in the Lamb and a section of the Adagio from Maurice Duruflé’s Prélude, Adagio 
et Choral varié sur le thème du “Veni Creator” op. 4 (1930), ex. XI. 1. It is not only the 
oscillating dyads that are similar; even the solo theme in both works has a superficial 
resemblance. Duruflé’s work takes as its inspiration the well known plainchant hymn Veni 
Creator and, in Britten’s theme, Elliott pointed out the “plainsong inflections” (2006 p. 53). A 
peculiarly French trait appears in Britten’s organ part, ten bars after figure 16: tone al is 
common to two consecutive dyads of the manual part -the French notes communes. French 
organ players would automatically tie these notes (the practice is so habitual that a written tie 
is seldom used though always executed). Britten follows French practice but writes in the tie. 
Could Britten have found further inspiration in Duruflé’s op. 4? Comparing the cantata’s 
section 8 with the bridge section between the Prelude and the Adagio of Duruflé’s op. 4 
(ex.XI.2), one is struck by the similarity of concept: both passages are recitatives, both give 
surprising harmonic colour to the melodic line through the use of simple triads and both 
expand the range of the melody as each successive phrase unfolds. In both passages the 
dynamic increases. Although the degree of similarity between Duruflé’s organ work and 
Britten’s cantata is not conclusive enough to prove a direct borrowing, there is certainly 
enough to entertain the idea that Britten may have heard it and been inspired by it.
Britten distanced himself fi*om the church from around 1935. Although this would have 
deprived him of his weekly exposure to the organ and the possible increase of knowledge of 
more recent organ music (the French school in particular), Britten continued to enjoy the 
friendship of organists throughout his life. In America, for example, Britten was acquainted 
with Dr Harold Einecke, organist of the Congregational Church in Grand Rapids, Michigan. It 
is presumed that two short organ pieces (published posthumously). Voluntary on ‘Tallis ’ 
Lamentation and Village organist’s piece, were written for him. The former piece has many 
idiomatic features and is undoubtedly effectively written for the instrument. It is unknown 
whether Britten ever sought advice from Einecke about its layout but Britten’s habit of 
consulting performers (throughout his career "^ )^ makes this a distinct possibility. The latter 
piece is incomplete and therefore unrevised. Any commentary about its suitability for the 
instrument remains, therefore, inconclusive.
In two choral works which Britten would have preferred to have been sung a cappella, A Boy 
was Born (1933) and Voices for Today (1965), he none the less provided an organ
Among instrumentalists other than organists that Britten consulted (or employed as editors) were the guitarist 
Julian Bream, the Harpist Osian Ellis, the percussionist James Blades and the cellist Mstislav Rostropovich.
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accompaniment which could be used if necessary. Both organ parts, though serving a practical 
function, have more than solely utilitarian interest. In the ‘Notes on Performance’, which 
Britten provided for the score of the latter piece, Britten suggested that the organ part should 
be used “primarily when the resonance of the building is inadequate”. The organ 
accompaniment to A Boy was Bom, which was added in 1957/8, is discussed quite fully in 
Chapter X. It shows considerable flair in its layout for the instrument and for effective 
textures, some of which already appear to prefigure the radical organ writing to follow shortly 
in the Church Parables. It was edited by Ralph Downes (whose association with Britten is 
discussed below). The extent of Downes’s influence in the actual textures and figurations of 
the organ accompaniment to A Boy was Born was probably very limited, but his registration 
suggestions were almost certainly accepted wholescale since, as is revealed below, Britten 
held Downes’s skill in this area in very high esteem.
No editorial help is acknowledged for the organ part in the vocal score of Voices for Today 
but a note from Britten to Downes, contemporaneous with its first performance, clearly 
indicates that Downes was once again called upon to edit Britten’s organ writing. Britten 
wrote to Downes that “It looks like a bit of organ music now” (ed. Reed and Cooke 2010, p. 
704). With the experience of writing Curlew River (1964) behind him, it is not surprising to 
find Britten including, in his organ part for Voices for Today, certain organ textures which 
must have given him satisfaction in the Parable and which go beyond (if only slightly) the 
purely functional nature of an accompaniment to a work primarily designed to be sung a 
cappella. At rehearsal letter 3 of the vocal score, for example, Britten’s ‘accumulation’ 
technique emphasises the harmonic cluster only implied in the melodic writing, thus adding a 
vertical dimension to the horizontal. At rehearsal letter 18, the rapid upward and downward 
arpeggios contribute telling textural colour. The similarity between the organ part at rehearsal 
letter 25 of Voices for Today and many of the accompanied vocal-ensemble passages of 
Curlew River is unmistakable.
There exist three pieces by Britten which the composer issued with both piano and an organ 
accompaniment: the Corpus Christi Carol and Two Chorals arranged for the New Catholic 
Hymnal which were adapted from Britten’s realizations of five of Bach’s Spiritual Songs 
(1971). Although, for the Corpus Christi Carol, it would not be true to say that the composer 
has recreated the piano part of 1961 especially for the organ in 1962 (most of it is
At the first London performance at the Royal Festival Hall (whose acoustic was, until the recent 
refurbishment, notoriously dry) on 24**’ October, 1965, Ralph Downes accompanied the work at the organ.
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substantially identical to the piano part), there are some telling alterations which demonstrate 
an understanding about the essential differences between the two keyboard instruments. 
Arpeggios in the piano part (thought to be unidiomatic on the organ and untypical in organ 
literature in the period in question) are eliminated, accents are removed, and some repeated 
tones whose sound would have decayed on the piano are tied over in the organ part. The 
broken chord passage in bars 32-42, where a pianist would naturally use the sustaining pedal, 
appears in the organ part with a sustained pedal voice retaining the bass tone of each broken 
chord. The other tones in the broken chords are not sustained (as if held by a piano’s sustai­
ning pedal) so that the texture does not become too thick. Where, in the piano version, a 
pianist’s strong left hand would cause the sympathetic vibration of other piano strings, 
enriching the sound (e.g. bars 43-47), Britten adds notes in the organ version, doubling roots, 
fifths and thirds, in a manner familiar in the romantic organ literature; this is a technique 
organists often use in hymn-playing to supplement the traditional four-voice texture given in 
hymnbooks. Being aware that an organist tends to use pedals for the lowest voice, even in 
music written on two staves (as the Corpus Christi Carol is), Britten specifies that the 
opening and closing sections of the piece are to be played without, resulting in a lighter 
texture. Britten rarely specified registration but here, at the beginning of the carol, a 4 foot 
stop is recommended to add brightness and its subtraction is indicated for the calm, short 
coda.
The coda (the final five bars) has not received the detailed attention required or expected from 
the fastidious composer when adapting music written for the piano to be played on the organ. 
Britten retains the parallel octave passage in the right hand in the organ version exactly as it 
stands in the piano version. Passages in octaves are not especially idiomatic in organ music 
(although they are sometimes present in the virtuoso repertoire) and cannot comfortably be 
played legato, as Britten requests here, unless some of the tones can be shared between left 
and right hand. Here, not many can. The passage would have benefited from rewriting; the 
octaves could easily be eliminated. Britten should also have been aware that the upper limit in 
the manuals of many organs is g3; thus, his final top note is unplayable as it stands. Since 
Britten obviously understood that the tone a3 would be guaranteed playable if the passage 
were written an octave lower and played on a 4 foot stop, it is strange, careless even, that he 
did not specify this.
In 1969, Britten realized Five Spiritual Songs ascribed (somewhat doubtfully in the case of 
nos. 1 and 5) to Bach. The original edition is for high voice and piano (published in 1971) and
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in it, Britten sought to provide a practical accompaniment playable on and exploitative of the 
resources of the modem piano. Considerably less complicated than many of his Purcell 
realisations, two of these songs, nos. 3 Liehster Herr Jesu and 4 Komm, siisser Tod formed 
the basis for two realizations commissioned for The New Catholic Hymnal (comp, and ed. 
Petti and Laycock 1971). Liebster Herr Jesu became “Jesu, my Saviour” (no 112 The New 
Catholic Hymnal) which was adapted into an SATB harmonisation with organ ad libitum 
doubling the voice parts. Some rearrangement of the piano accompaniment voicing was made 
to create a choral-like satz and some additional tones were required where the original 
possessed only three voices in total and the piano texture had to be reorganised to suite vocal 
tessitura. Britten was obviously anxious to retain a sensitive detail; the descending octave leap 
at cadences on the dominant in the piano bass. This was allotted to the tenor. Although 
Britten’s adaptation from the piano and solo version to the SATB with organ version is 
perfectly proficient, it adds nothing specific to an understanding of Britten’s handling of the 
organ. In this sense more may be gained from a comparison between Britten’s piano and solo 
version of Komm, siisser Tod and “Come, soothing death” (no, 45 in The New Catholic 
Hymnal) which was reorganised into a setting for SATB with a separate organ 
accompaniment. Four of the editorial decisions taken in the process are interesting: firstly, the 
writing of a separate organ part enables Bach’s bass line to be freed from the choir basses in 
bars 13, 16 and 19; secondly, Britten devises a prompt in the organ part in bar 13; thirdly, 
Britten allots the alto, tenor and bass and organ an anacrusis entry to the phrase starting in bar 
seventeen (which is hinted at in the piano accompaniment); fourthly, in order to allow the 
choir to sustain a harmony at a cadence, Britten delays, in bar 19, a harmonic change found in 
the piano realization by one beat. The organ accompaniment, although mainly only doubling 
the voices, does exploit some of the instrument’s special qualities. Examples include: the 
sustaining of long tones rather than repeating them and the deep tessitura of the pedal. It is 
clear that Britten consciously reconceived the keyboard part and did not slavishly copy the 
piano accompaniment, which would have been playable on the organ but would have 
appeared unidiomatic. Such concern for idiomatic detail, which Britten showed in his Corpus 
Christi Carol and Bach Chorale rearrangements, is not always so well considered in similar of 
adaptations from piano parts. Britten gave some conscious thought to the difference between 
an organ part and a piano part. Excepting the final five bars of the Corpus Christi Carol, they 
are perfectly practical parts which solve all the problems an organist would himself have to 
try to solve if presented with a piano accompaniment to play on the organ. They testify to 
Britten’s proper understanding of the instrument.
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By the time Britten came to write his Missa Brevis, the organ parts for the War Requiem and 
the Church Parables, he had heard musical sounds in Bali and Japan which considerably 
expanded his musical imagination. Mervyn Cooke (1998) has convincingly shown how 
Britten’s construction of the organ part in the Church Parables is closely related to the style of 
the Japanese instrument, the sho. Although a good deal less overt, the organ flourishes which 
accompany the opening of the ‘Offertorium’ in the War Requiem could claim kinship at least 
to sho-style music. Britten translated the style from the authentic Japanese instrument to a 
chamber organ for the Parables. The characteristic rapid accumulation of tones upon non- 
triadic shapes is a feature shared by both examples. In the Missa Brevis, the bar linking the 
Sanctus to the Benedictus resembles, in outline, the progression between chords in the 
characteristic of music played on the sho. The right-hand accompaniment to the Benedictus 
also shows influence of the Japanese instrument. Music curiously sho-like in character can 
also be found in bars 88 to 90 of Britten’s Festival Te Deum. It is, of course, impossible to 
claim that this example had any connection to the Japanese instrument, having been 
composed nearly twenty years before Britten had, in all probability, ever heard of the 
instrument. But the similarity is so striking that it may explain why, years later, Britten took 
to the sho with such enthusiasm; it performed a style of music Britten naturally empathised 
with and had experimented with earlier. The passage in the Festival Te Deum was probably 
inspired by bells, either English church bells (as of inexpertly coordinated change-ringing) or 
perhaps by Balinese percussion music. Britten had had a brief introduction to Balinese music 
in America through his meeting with Colin McPhee, the Canadian composer and 
ethnomusicologist. Britten recorded Balinese music transcribed for two pianos with McPhee 
in 1941. On his return to England, Britten gave a further performance of McPhee’s 
transcriptions with Clifford Curzon in 1942. Therefore, both the sound and the feel of the 
music were readily in Britten’s inner ear when he wrote the Festival Te Deum in 1944.
Flourishes of one sort or another had been a feature of Britten’s organ writing from the 
Festival Te Deum onwards; Britten seems to have enjoyed their effectiveness on the organ 
especially. There are notable examples in A Hymn o f St Columba, particularly bars 12 through 
to 17 and the highly effective examples at the beginning of the Missa Brevis may have 
provided the model for the trumpet flourishes used in the Hosanna section of the Sanctus in 
the War Requiem. Flourishes which gain their effectiveness through the accumulation of 
tones, like the examples from A Hymn o f St Columba, Missa Brevis, War Requiem and the
16 Examples o f characteristic sho music are given in Cooke (1989, pp. 178-79).
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Church Parables, are particularly effective on the organ because all the tones retain equal 
volume, contributing to a particular mêlée. Britten’s attraction to bells, whose characteristic 
klang is the result of the sounding of a rich overtone collection, may well have been the 
inspiration for such flourishes on the organ. From childhood, Britten had an unusually acute 
ear for recognising the constituents of sound:
the eleven year-old Benjamin [Britten] struck the dinner-gong in the hall before taking
[Basil Reeve] upstairs to the drawing room, where he proceeded to replicate the sound
of the gong on the piano, note by note, until he had built up a cluster of twenty.
Bridcut 2006, p. 9
Britten’s acute ear could have led him to hear the potential for imitating bell sounds in certain 
stops of the organ which emphasise harmonics, mixture stops and mutations particularly.
It is perhaps surprising, given Britten’s sensitivity to musical sonority, that he was very 
parsimonious in his indication of specific registers to be used in his organ music. Occasional 
instructions are given -  reeds are to be used at the climax of the Festival Te Deum and, in A 
Hymn o f St Columba, a Trombe is asked for in the Wedding Anthem together with the rather 
ambiguous instruction. Full organ. A soft reed is asked for in the manual voice of the 
accompaniment of the ‘Agnus Dei’ in the Missa Brevis and, also in this work, Britten 
indicated in the ‘Sanctus’ where 4 foot pitches and mixtures were required. The work in 
which the most specific registration specifications are given is Rejoice in the Lamb. The 
opening section requires an 8 foot stop only in the pedal, the section depicting a mouse most 
appropriately recommends the addition of a 2 foot stop and for the tenor solo ‘For the flowers 
are great blessings’, Britten suggests that a 16 foot stop alone is sufficient in the pedal voice. 
Most imaginative of all, a sole 32 pedal stop is recommended for the accompaniment of the 
first line of the bass solo to imitate the aspirant sound of the letter H.
Before composing Rejoice in the Lamb, Britten visited the church of St Matthew, 
Northampton to hear the choir for whom it was written and “noting the individual soloists for 
whom he would write” (Hussey1985, p. 147). No mention is made of Britten being given a 
demonstration of the organ but it is highly unlikely that he would have left the church without 
making a careful study of the instrument’s resources. It is perhaps slightly surprising, then, 
that Britten wasn’t more specific in his registration for Rejoice in the Lamb. The right-hand 
solo obbligato of the treble solo ‘For I will consider my Cat Jeoffry’ carries no preferred 
registration-colour indication, nor does the part marked solo in the organ accompaniment to 
the section ‘For I am under the same accusation with my Saviour’. The tone-colour of the
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accompaniment to the tenor solo ‘For the flowers are great blessings’ is similarly left to 
individual players, although the dynamic, pianissimo, and the expressive crescendos and 
diminuendos indicate that this should be performed on a manual division enclosed in a swell- 
box. One must conclude that Britten, despite the precision he normally employed when 
selecting the exact tone-colour required for his musical gestures, adopted a more pragmatic 
approach to the organ. Knowing that different instruments vary considerably in the effect their 
registers produce, he trusted in more general musical instructions to secure a desired outcome.
It has been noted that much of Britten’s music for organ makes it clear that he had a good 
understanding of the instrument’s gadgetry -its swell boxes, its combination pistons and its 
couplers. Two passages in particular demonstrate that Britten understood, more than most 
non-organist composers do, what the instrument could manage. In the Antiphon, there are two 
instances which look impossible for one player to play: bars 56-59 and 70-72. In both cases, 
the player’s left hand cannot stretch to all the notes of a given chord. The right hand cannot 
assist because it has notes to play which cause the hands to be separated by some distance. An 
organist would understand that, here, it is simply a matter of disengaging all the pedal stops 
and coupling the pedal to the manual on which the left hand chords are played. This solution 
may not be so apparent to a non-specialist. In the Missa Brevis, the Sanctus calls for a held D 
major chord to increase or decrease in volume in rhythmic steps. This is easily achieved by 
(and was probably inspired by a demonstration of) pressing consecutive combination 
pistons.
In 1948, Britten wrote to the organist Ralph Downes. The letter is revealing in two ways: 
firstly, because it suggests that Britten’s dislike of organ music was not as comprehensive as 
his youthful diary entries may lead one to believe and secondly, because it hints at an 
understanding of how a classically designed organ differs from its romantic successor and that
A smaller dynamic effect can be produced by drawing separated stops in a rhythmic manner whilst the chord 
is depressed. However, on a romantically voiced organ, the level o f dynamic step would be rather small and only 
a combination o f registers would have achieved an effective step.
Ralph Downes was a regular organ performer at the Aldeburgh Festival from 1948 onwards. Britten claimed 
that Downes was the only organist “whose playing and registration I wholly admire” (ed. Mitchell, Reed and 
Cooke 2004, p. 463). Britten entrusted the editing o f the organ part added to A Boy was Bom  in 1957-8 to 
Downes.
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Britten preferred it. On congratulating Downes on being appointed consultant for the new 
organ of the Royal Festival Hall, he added:
What I am sure we shall get is something miles away from the Wurlitzer organs one 
is so tired of hearing in our major Cathedrals and Concert Halls -  but something which 
is worthy of the great music written for the noble instrument.
Ed. Mitchell, Reed and Cooke 2004, p. 463
Downes’s was a pioneering voice in the advocacy for classical organ design. Britten, 
unusually amongst English musicians of the time,^^ saw how such an instrument would speak 
clearly, offer musical flexibility unobtainable on some romantic instruments and, perhaps 
above all, restore the dimension of rhythmic character in performance. In Imogen Holst’s 
diary of 17* August 1953, she records a discussion about the organ. In the course of this, 
Britten stated that “what you are all forgetting is that the nineteenth century invented the 
Diapason -  it didn’t exist on Bach’s organ”. Holst goes on to report that Britten thought that 
diapason tone had “destroyed the clarity of Bach’s fugues” (ed. Grogan 2007, p. 249).^^
Taken together with the above letter to Downes, it seems more than likely that Britten’s 
enthusiasm for the organ would have been greater and that he would, perhaps, have produced 
more music for it, had the prevailing organ-aesthetic in England pursued classically voiced 
instruments and cultivated rhythmically characterful playing. It is a great pity that Britten was 
unable to fulfil his promise (which seems to have been expressed in more concrete terms than 
a mere nodding agreement with Downes)^^ to write a concerto for the completed Royal 
Festival Hall organ.
The extent of the influence of Britten’s organ writing has not been fully appreciated. Because 
Britten failed to produce a major solo work of outstanding quality there has been a tendency
In April 1935, Britten had the opportunity to inspect a completely different type o f organ; a cinema organ 
(which, if  not actually built by Wurlitzer, would certainly have sounded something like one as all cinema organs 
did). Britten declared it a "very fine instrument” despite his later inferred deprecating comment about Wurlitzer. 
See ed. J Evans 2009, p. 259.
Vaughan Williams seemed to act as a spokesman for those in the majority who held a more traditional view of  
the organ and who were sceptical o f Downes’s classically-influenced or baroque scheme for the Royal Festival 
Hall organ. In a letter to The Times o f Jan 14**’ 1951, Vaughan Williams wrote: "1 admit that we have some bad 
organs in England, but at their worst they cannot surely make so nasty a noise as most o f those on the continent. 
As to the so-called ‘Baroque’ organ...1 can only compare it to a barrel organ in the street” (Bicknell 1996, p. 
336).
*^ In 1933, Britten heard George Thalban Ball play Bach’s Prelude and Fugue in B minor (BWV 544) in the 
Queen’s Hall. Britten declared, in his diary, that it was the “only bit o f organ music I’ve ever really liked” (ed. J 
Evans 2009, p. 85). Britten was fortunate that he had heard a player whose taste and virtuosity would have 
secured a performance, even on the romantic instrument o f the Queen’s Hall, which was clear and rhythmic in 
the maimer Britten appreciated. Any number o f organists could have treated Bach to an over-legato performance 
which would have denied Britten his enjoyment o f the work. Britten’s comment does not credit the performer 
with this musical epiphany but undoubtedly, GTB’s contribution, despite being performed on diapasons which 
could have ‘destroyed the clarity of Bach’s fugues’, elevated the experience of the music.
^  See ed. Mitchell, Reed and Cooke 2004, p. 464 and ed. Reed, Cooke and Mitchell 2008, p. 198-199.
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to regard Britten’s music for the instrument as rather negligible. However, a glance at almost 
any page of the accompaniments to Rejoice in the Lamb, Missa Brevis, or at the organ parts in 
the Church Parables would reveal an altogether more significant contribution. Britten’s aural 
imagination and his ability to see beyond an instrument’s typical use caused him to create 
effects and textures which were sure to ignite the interest of creative organists. Erik Routley 
clearly recognised Britten’s achievement:
Not a few of Britten’s choral works for the church use the church organ; and while one 
cannot but give primacy to his treatment of the voice -as he does in his self-criticism, 
the listener and critic will miss much if they do not attend to his quite remarkably apt 
use of the organ... He does not try to make the organ sound like anything but an 
organ: but every note of the organ part of the Missa Brevis is worth studying with care 
by anybody who would now write for that instrument: look at the devastating effect of 
the crescendo of dissonances over an ostinato bass in the Agnus Dei, or the clear 
jubilant sound that the instrument makes in the Sanctus.
Routley 1964, p.70
In the organ accompaniments of some later twentieth and early twenty-first century Anglican
church music there can surely be found a trace of Britten’s influence. In the examples chosen
to illustrate this (John Rutter’s Christ the Lord is Risen Again (1971), William Mathias’s
Praise Ye The Lord (1981) and Bryan Kelly’s O Be Joyful in the Lord, (2003)) there exists not
so much the harmonic or melodic style, suggestive of a debt to Britten, as the energetic spirit
and drive, the scherzo quality and the freshness: exx. XI.3a, b and c. The examples have been
chosen to show that Britten’s influence was not just a short-lived one; Rutter’s anthem was
written whilst Britten was still alive; Kelly’s was written nearly thirty years after his death.
Despite other important influences which have entered the Anglican Church Music scene
since Britten (both Rutter and Mathias have themselves proved highly influential), to say that
these passages, and ones similar to them, sound Brittenish still has significant and
recognisable meaning. Such was the unprecedented level of originality of approach in the
Rejoice in the Lamb organ accompaniment, the adjective has retained legitimacy. It is difficult
too to ignore the influence of Britten’s darker style of organ writing (for example in the Missa
Brevis) in the church music of Kenneth Leighton, for example.
On thanking Hussey for the commission and for his hospitality at the time of the first
performance of Rejoice in the Lamb, Britten wrote also:
I do hope that I have given you something which will be of more lasting value than 
just this particular occasion
Hussey 1985, p. 13
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The continuing popularity o f Rejoice in the Lamb certainly fulfils that hope. But Britten, 
probably coincidently, gave organists even more “lasting value” by showing them ways in 
which their instrument could produce something beyond its common role of functional 
support or seamless, sometimes illogically phrased solo work. When Britten also wrote to say 
that, on the occasion of the first performance of Rejoice in the Lamb, he had “seldom heard 
such rhythmic playing fi-om an organist”, it probably didn’t occur to him that such a virtue 
was due in large measure to the way in which he had constructed the organ accompaniment.
Britten’s Organ Music: Prelude and fugue on a theme ofVittoria^ Voluntary on * Tallis  ^
Lamentation^ Prelude to *They walk alone  ^and Village organistes piece
In sum, Britten’s organ pieces take only around fifteen minutes to perform. None of them 
finds Britten at his most inspired. Britten’s most characteristically inventive music for the 
instrument is (as underlined above) found in the accompaniments to choral pieces. The organ 
writing in the orchestral accompaniment for the Church Parables reveals an interest in the 
exploitation of sonorities available on the organ disappointingly absent fi-om the solo works. It 
is probable that Britten held a similar view on the organ as he did for the piano (for which he 
also wrote little significant solo music), regarding it as “a background instrument”.^ ^
Prelude and fugue on a theme ofVittoria (1946)
Part of the disappointment registered in the critical reception of Britten’s Prelude and fugue is 
due, in part, to a failure to appreciate its origins as a piece of functional art rather than a 
concert piece. The Prelude andfugue was written to fulfil a very specific purpose:
We used to greet the Bishop, when he arrived at the west door of the church [St 
Matthew’s, Northampton] for our festival services, with Victoria’s [sic.] Ecce 
Sacerdos. But this was not long enough to allow the procession to get to the sanctuary, 
so Ben wrote us a piece for organ to cover the gap
Hussey 1985, pp. 147-148
The Prelude andfugue was thus both an introduction to Vittoria’s (c. 1549-1611) motet, 
supplying the opening pitch and tonality, and a processional whose duration had to be 
determined by the size of a particular building. Although Britten generally responded 
positively to commissions whose circumstances provided a clear framework (as the Aspen 
speech (1964) made clear), the specificity of the Prelude and fugue’s circumstances placed
^ In a radio interview (for BBC Newsreel, November 21, 1963) in response to Douglas Brown’s (interviewer) 
question “Why haven’t you written more for the piano?” Britten replied, after a slight pause, “I think o f the 
piano, I must confess, more as a background instrument. But I have the feeling that in the future I will be writing 
a good deal more.” (BBC website www.bbc.co.uk)
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heavy constraints on the composer. In the same way as some of the Choralvorspiel of 
Pachelbel and Walther fulfil their original function perfectly adequately but appear weak 
when raised to the status of concert items, so Britten’s Prelude and fugue, when detached 
from Vittoria’s motet and the spectacle of ceremonial, can appear unsatisfying. This is a pity; 
the piece’s resourcefulness is considerable but the fantasie approach which Britten adopted, 
which exploits in an inventive way the motet’s main theme, only comes into sharp focus when 
the motet is heard in conjunction with it. It forms a dialogue with it which stimulates a fi*esh 
response to both pieces; this is a concept of expression which has been exploited more 
consciously in later twentieth and early twenty first century work.
Another possible barrier to the successful performance of the Prelude and fugue goes to the 
heart of Britten’s approach to writing for the organ which seems to present the performer with 
a dilemma:
On the one hand, [Britten] expects the possibility of a gradual and extensive 
crescendo-diminuendo without implied alteration of timbre. On the other (and often in 
the same passage), he writes in a contrapuntal or semi-contrapuntal manner suggestive 
of so-called ‘neoclassism’, which needs brightness and clarity. Organs in the ‘English 
cathedral tradition’ may be good at the former but they tend to be dismal at the latter; 
many of the earlier ‘neobaroque’ instruments of the Organ Revival are precisely the 
other way round, so it becomes very difficult for the organist to find an instrument 
which can convey, for example, both the liveliness and the continuity of the ‘Vittoria’ 
fiigue (which is the main part of the work).
Bond 2004, pp. 53-54
Bond’s assessment of what Britten seems to demand from the player confirms Britten’s 
attempted reconciliation between the organ’s characteristic dynamic flexibility, obtainable 
through the instrument’s unique technological aids, and his demand for rhythmic clarity 
discussed above. Although Bond is unnecessarily pessimistic about the prospects for finding a 
resolution to the dilemma (which may only require ignoring some dynamic nuance or clearer 
articulation), there is no doubt that Britten’s two apparently conflicting demands involve the 
player in more decision making than is customary in Britten’s music. Britten was far more 
successful in resolving the issues in his organ accompaniments.
Britten’s prelude resembles an improvisation, rhapsodising on the opening notes of the 
motet’s comes. The resemblance to plainsong style is not surprising since Vittoria derived the 
main theme for the motet from the plainsong antiphon for the second Vespers of the Common 
of a Confessor Bishop. Britten therefore restores the rhythm flow characteristic of plainsong 
to Vittoria’s measured out theme (both composers thus engage in a dialogue with the original
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plainsong melody). Britten exploits the interval of the third^ "^  extensively in the Prelude; this, 
at least, is recognisably a Britten trait: ex. XI.4.
The fiigue continues this focus on the third; fugal entries are predominantly commenced at the 
third (or sixth). As ex. XI.5 -a  plot of the fiigal entries -shows. Britten’s fugue is tonally 
somewhat ambiguous until bar 56 where a degree of tonal stability (C major) is gained which 
prepares for the tonal ending in G major. But just as the ambiguity of the first part of the 
fiigue is counterbalanced by frequent alluding to recognisable triadic chords, the relative 
stability of C major is counterbalanced by introducing the whole gamut of all twelve 
chromatic pitches. This is particularly noticeable between bars 66 and 73 where a pedal C 
clearly attempts to pin the tonality of the fugue down firmly. Coinciding with the 
establishment of C major is the appearance of a new and characterful countersubject which 
assumes some prominence. The countersubject is a decorated inversion of the fugue subject 
itself, see ex. XI.7. Towards the end of the fugue, the rhythmic character of this 
countersubject is gradually dissipated until, latterly, all that is left of its dance-like profile is 
an extended measured mordent. This gradual disintegration, particularly when it is combined 
with the final stretto, is perhaps the most aurally attractive episode of the composition and 
almost recaptures the tender atmosphere of the Lullaby in Act II scene I of The Rape o f  
Lucretia (between rehearsal 13 and 18) which Britten had completed just four months earlier. 
The gentleness of the fugue’s opening also possesses echoes of the Lullaby.
Whether or not the piece was composed in bed one morning -as Hussey claimed he had been 
told (1985, p. 148) -the counterpoint of the fugue betrays no lack of fluency. Britten’s 
contrapuntal skill, thought Mitchell, was always in the service of a required affect:
When the musical or dramatic situation demands that the counterpoint shall obtrude, 
when the display of artifice is an aesthetic necessity, Britten is capable of ostentatious 
counterpoint without ever becoming a bore or pedant.
Ed. Mitchell and Keller 1952, p. 24
The webby texture remains busy. The occasional knotty counterpoint is clearly inspired by 
comparably knotty moments in Vittoria’s motet: bars 11 and 14-15, for example (ex. XI.6). In 
their two different contexts, Britten’s seems the more grindingly intense than Vittoria’s but, 
essentially, they contain a similar level of dissonance. Britten makes (intentionally or 
unwittingly) a pedagogical point here; sixteenth/seventeenth century music contains passages
In bars 25-26 o f the motet, Vittoria also explores the interval o f the third in a passage which is remarkably 
Britten-like. The text here, perhaps rather aptly, is “pleased God”.
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just as dissonant as twentieth century music but the context in which they are presented 
exposes the dissonance of one sharper than the other. This is a further example of the 
dialogical relationship between Britten’s piece and Vittoria’s motet.
In addition to Mfilling a function in a particular building and for a particular purpose, the 
Prelude andfugue was written for a specific instrument, and one Britten knew fairly well 
because of the Rejoice in the Lamb commission. This was a fine four-manual Walker organ, 
built for the church. It possessed a solid pedal department and included a 16ft. reed and a 32ft. 
Double Open Diapason^^ which would have given the opening pedal recitative notable 
gravitas. The impact of the first manual chord at the beginning of bar two must have been 
thrilling. The tying over of the manual chord into the next bar, covering the gap between the 
first and second pedal solo, can be understood as a compensation for the dry acoustic at St 
Matthew’s, caused by the wooden vault. The dryness of the acoustic would tend to be 
exaggerated because the organ chamber was situated high up under this roof. Generously 
equipped with combination pedals, the dynamic decrease indicated in bar 6 of the Prelude 
would have caused the organist no technical problem any more than the surprising 
chord of bar nine. The generous swell department, replete with mixture and three chorus reeds 
would have realised the finale crescendo of the prelude to marvellous effect. The quiet ending 
of the piece is a tactful gesture and the attacca start of the motet would sound impressive after 
it. An a cappella choir of around twenty singers could hardly match up to the grand tutti of 
the organ. The Tining-out’ of the opening treble theme in the organ work’s final nine bars is 
another tactful ploy.
Voluntary on ^TalliseLamentatione, (71940)
Colin Matthews believes this short but complete organ piece^^ dates from 1940 and may have 
been written for Dr Harold Einecke, organist of the Congregational Church, Grand Rapids, 
Michigan. It was one of a number of items -which were confiscated by American customs 
officials at the time of Britten’s return to England in 1942 -forwarded to Britten by Elizabeth 
Mayer. The title ‘voluntary’ is misleading, wrong even, since this term, when correctly used, 
implies a piece not based on a cantus firmus, whereas Britten’s voluntary uses a melody by 
Tallis.^^ In practice, this is a chorale-prelude but, unlike Lutheran models, it is unlikely that it
In 2005/6 the organ was restored and the 16ft pedal reed was extended down to 32ft. For details o f the 
instrument and its acoustic environment see Hale, November 2006, pp.26-29.
It appears as if  Britten intended to write a companion piece for the Voluntary, as a ten bar fragment labelled 
toccata is found on the manuscript.
No. 235 in The English Hymnal, 1906.
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was designed or could be used as an actual introduction or alternatum variation to the hymn 
sung to Tallis’ melody; although the Voluntary seems to engage with the text of the hymn -by 
portraying the remoteness of the journey by Christ and his closest disciples up the mountain 
and the extraordinary episode of the Transfiguration itself -the presentation of the actual 
hymn melody is obscured by a distorted rhythmic delivery and surrounding dissonance. The 
Voluntary assiduously avoids the clichés of English chorale-preludes: imitative devices, a solo 
decorated cantus firmus or ritomello form. Possible models could be the shorter choral 
preludes of Reger (op. 135a for example) or Karg-Elert. The piece has the appearance of a 
processional, but not a showy one; rather, a quiet, serious and discreet affair.
The piece is a tripartite structure (A B A l) linked by brief bridges:
Section 1: bars 1-20: A cantus firmus (the first four stanzas of the tune) in the upper 
voice of the three-part, chorale-like texture. This appears above an entirely step-wise 
pedal voice which rises and falls in approximate contrary motion to the cantus firmus.
Bridge: bars 21-25: The pedal continues its step-wise motion over which a falling 
minor third motive (borrowed from the cadences of Tallis’s second, third and fourth 
hymn tune stanzas) appears three times. This motive is supported by harmonic 
progression, a dissonance resolving each time on to D minor.
Section 2: bars 26 (with the upbeat in bar 25) -31: The cantus firmus (stanzas five, six 
and seven of the tune) appears in the pedal voice. The accompaniment in the manuals 
comprises the third motive carried over from the bridge which moves from f2/d2 
through to c3/a2.
Bridge: bars 34-36: A further development of the third motive, moving through d- 
fiat3/b-fiat2 to f3/d3, again resolving on to D minor.
Section 3: bars 37 to 42: A return to the texture of bars 1-20, cantus firmus (stanza 
eight) in the upper voice. The piece ends on a D major chord.
The formal shape is supported by a dynamic scheme which calls for a rise and fall (from ppp 
to fj), climaxing in bar 35 which contains one of Britten’s major/minor third conjunctions. 
Significantly, this is in the same key as a similar conjunction in the Sinfonia da Requiem
322
which, presuming Matthews to be right about the date of the composition of the Voluntary, 
was composed in the same year, 1940. Indeed, the Voluntary shares with the first movement 
of the Sinfonia’, ‘Lacrymosa’ a dark intensity. Bond, however, felt that Voluntary was close in 
style to a movement fi*om Britten’s other requiem:
The music of the...[Voluntary] would be impressive enough to warrant publication and 
performance even if its material were not so similar to that of the War Requiem’s 
Agnus Dei. The similarity is, as Colin Matthews says, ‘rather uncanny’.
Bond 2004, p. 52
Prelude to ^They walk alone  ^(1938)
Between 1935 and his departure for America in 1939, Britten wrote much incidental music for 
radio and theatre. The Prelude to ‘They walk alone ’ formed part of the music for one of these 
commissions, a play by Max Cato. In the preface to the published score (2004) Matthews 
writes:
This is one of a number of small cues for the incidental music, which apparently 
marked the discovery of an ever-growing number of corpses during the course of the 
play.
The piece suggests that Britten was scraping the bottom of the barrel. It is true that the open 
simplicity of the piece (particularly the aiiy cantilena, pitched unusually high for an organ 
solo) possesses some of the appealing innocence Britten employed so effectively in the 
operetta Paul Bunyan, still some three years distant. However, the material is insubstantial, 
from which one may infer that Britten was either uninspired by the dramatic action he was 
trying to provide music for or uncertain of how to achieve it. Some slight interest is aroused 
by the unorthodox harmonic progressions: for example, when the D7 chord on A in bar 4 
‘fails’ to resolve onto G in bar 5, but to B minor on G, or when G7 on F resolves ‘incorrectly’, 
again, onto an B minor chord. But the cantilena is not one of Britten’s most expressive 
examples, although the search for effect through simplicity, which Britten was soon to 
achieve more successfully in Bunyan, clearly benefitted from trial-runs like this one.
Village organistes piece (71940)
The assumption is that this piece, like the Voluntary on ‘Tallis ’ Lamentation \  was written for 
Dr Binecke (see Mathews’s preface to the published score, 2004). Matthews considers this 
piece to be an elaboration of the Prelude to ‘They walk alone % the texture and the shape of the 
melody support this view. The melodic line is certainly more developed here and the 
harmonic scheme, curiously labile, is more adventurous.
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The title presents an enigma, but it may offer a hint that the piece intentionally indulges in 
some gentle mimicry of the improvising skills of less able organists: the cautious, somewhat 
meandering pedal line, mostly played with the left foot, leaving the right foot free to operate 
the swell pedal and provide an ‘expressive line’; the surprising harmonic progression (which 
seems like a series of accidents) and the loss of regular metre also point to a cruelly accurate 
guying of incompetent improvisation (cf. the organ interlude to Noye ’s Fludde above); the 
quaver cadenza over the long pedal in bars 26-30. All these appear to verge on parody. Not 
that everything here appears to be a joke. The sequential passage between bars 11 and 20 is 
subtle, devoid of mechanical repetition and employing harmonic progression which is novel. 
The conjunction d-natural2 in the soprano and D-sharp in the bass is contrived through a 
contrapuntal proposition (a descending arpeggio in the upper voice, an ascending chromatic 
scale in the bass) which is characteristic of the mature Britten.
The piece is slight and the manuscript upon which the published score is based is an 
incomplete to r so .T h e  piece undoubtedly belongs to that category of pieces Britten wrote 
primarily (sometimes exclusively) as gifts for friends. It was probably written at speed and 
designed only for the amusement of a single recipient. (The posthumously published 
Moderato and Nocturne for solo piano, also of 1940, falls into the same category.) Whilst 
such pieces give a glimpse into the homely side of Britten’s character, their release into the 
public domain is a slightly dubious exercise. They add little to his reputation.
28 Colin Matthews has provided a completion simply by repeating material.
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Conclusion
It has become a trope of Britten scholarship that the composer not only saw himself as an 
outsider but exploited that ‘outsiderliness’ consciously. This, it is argued, was done by 
creating a series of works which portray the outsider {Peter Grimes, Albert Herring, Billy 
Budd, for example) as a figure to be pitied or sympathised with. This might encourage an 
understanding and acceptance of the outsider. Publicly, Britten focussed attention on his 
pacifism as the main reason for his placing himself outside society. Unlikely as it might seem, 
given the violent tendencies of the character, Britten even attempted to draw a parallel, as an 
outsider, between his own pacifism and Peter Grimes. He told Murray Schafer (whilst 
discussing the message of the opera) that “A central feeling for us [himself and Pears] was 
that of the individual against the crowd... As conscientious objectors we were out of it” 
(1963,p.ll6).
A considerable amount of musical criticism (especially the work of Brett and Hindley) argues 
that Britten’s homosexuality was the real outsider issue, and one to which Britten constantly 
returned in his works. Of Britten as a homosexual individual, it is difficult to form a definitive 
portrait; close fiiends disagreed about the extent to which his homosexuality affected his well­
being. According to Duncan, Britten “remained a reluctant homosexual, a man in a flight from 
himself, who often punished others for the sin he felt he’d committed himself. He was a man 
on the rack” (1981, p. 28). Pears, however, insisted that Britten’s homosexuality did not “cast 
a shadow in his life, except in a minimal way” (Elliott 2006, p. 31). Both Duncan and Pears 
had their own agendas and therefore good reasons for arguing, counter to each other, that 
Britten was or was not a tortured gay. A more profitable investigation of the issue is surely the 
one which Brett and Hindley have pursued. Whilst their conclusions (which might be crudely 
summarised in this way: that Britten’s homosexuality informed not only the subjects and 
themes he selected for musical treatment but also the musical language employed) might not 
be totally convincing to all readers, at least the evidence upon which their conclusions are 
based is set out in a reliable - i f  selective -way, available to be re-examined (which it no 
longer can with respect to Pears and Duncan) for alternative interpretations.
But outsiderliness -whether defined by sexuality, pacifism or indeed the organised church -is  
not by any means the whole story of Britten’s art; indeed, it is the richness and complex 
nature of that art that keeps performers and listeners and scholars ever keen to find out more, 
nearly one hundred years after the composer’s birth. Britten’s art is full of contradictions too. 
One of those contradictions is his attachment to ‘insiderliness’, which occupies a position
325
diametrically opposite to outsiderliness. It is an issue which is of key significance to the 
deeper understanding of Britten’s liturgical music.
To judge from his public statements, Britten rated his insiderliness of equal importance to his 
outsiderliness; in fact, it became a far more prominent theme than outsiderliness as Britten 
grew older^ and assumed the position as England’s leading composer (a position, Brett 
argues,^ that Britten consciously sought to wrest away from Vaughan Williams) and thus, by 
definition, an insider. There were two aspects of insiderliness that Britten was particularly 
keen to articulate: firstly, the ethic of service, expressed in the desire that his music should 
have utility-value in the society he belonged to, and secondly, an essential enabling 
mechanism to realise this utopian wish allied with Britten’s insistence that he needed to 
connect with tradition. Britten remained faithful to these themes in speeches and interviews 
for the rest of his life and repeated them whenever an appropriate opportunity arose to do so. 
In 1968, for instance, Britten claimed “I would much rather have my music used than write 
masterpieces that were not used” (Kildea 2003 p. 311). A year later, Britten put the case even 
more directly:
Until the 19* century, the composer was the servant of society... [Then] composers 
started to blow up their egos... Now the artist is the glorified mouthpiece of God... I 
believe in the reverse of that. I believe in the artist serving society. It is better to be a 
bad composer writing for society than to be a bad composer writing against it. At least 
your work can still be of some use.
Carpenter 1992, p. 441
In the Aspen speech of 1964, Britten stressed his desire to observe the “environment and 
conventions” (p. 11) in which a new piece was meant to function. Britten’s admiration for the 
music of Purcell, Bach, Mozart, Schubert and Mahler is well known (and testified to, not only 
by the extent to which these composers influenced his own music, but also by the empathy 
with them which he demonstrated in his performance of their music). But the strength of 
Britten’s belief in the musical lessons that could be learned from past composers was perhaps 
most unequivocally expressed in the Mapreading interview of 1969 in which Britten spoke of 
the support (as he put it) he felt he gained from past composers, even going so far as to say “I
' Occasionally, the issue of Britten’s (and Pears’s) outsiderliness made intrusions into their private lives which 
were unwelcome and uncomfortable. Around July of 1963, an argument o f some magnitude broke out between, 
on the one side, Britten and Pears and, on the other. Prince Ludwig o f Hesse and the Rhine and his wife Margret. 
This argument was so fierce that both couples thought it might lead to a total break to their long and very close 
friendship although, in the event, this didn’t happen. In response to a letter Britten wrote to Pears at the time of  
this fracas, in which the composer reflected on the reasons why the (unspecified) row had developed. Pears 
wrote “The reason for such tensions is complex, but we are after all queer & left & conshies which is enough to 
put us, or make us put ourselves, outside the pale” (ed. Reed and Cooke 2010, p. 484).
 ^See Brett 2006, p. 199.
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feel as close to Dowland... as I do to my youngest contemporary” (see Kildea 2003, pp. 327- 
29).^
It has been my intention to argue the case for Britten’s insiderliness of approach when writing 
music for the liturgy of the Anglican Church, despite what at first might appear (and has 
occasionally appeared to critics) to be an approach at odds with it. That insiderliness embraces 
both the service aspect and the respect for tradition. Both of these concepts assume particular 
relevance and significance in relation to the Anglican Church whose retention of Tradition, I 
have shown, is part and parcel of that institution and closely connected not only to the 
ceremony which takes place under public worship but also to the peculiar spaces and acoustic 
in which the ceremony is enacted.
Ever sensitive to atmosphere and conscious of the effect his music should make in 
circumstances dictated or determined by occasion, it was not in Britten’s make-up to set out to 
subvert these in a radical way. Britten’s subversive tendencies tended to be the by-product of 
his creative imagination rather than the result of a deliberate policy to shock. Time and again, 
the surprises (rather than shocks) that one encounters in a Britten work are presented 
differently. Examples include: the reversal of the Theme and Variation model in the 
Lachrymae (1950) and again in the Nocturnal after John Dowland (1963); the light, 
divertimento genre which lies as a background to the intensity of the String Quartet No. 3 
(1975); or the quasi adult operatic passion which confi*onts the listener of the Missa Brevis 
(1959). All of these were products of Britten’s imagination which managed, by some fluke of 
nature, to allow him to see musical conventions as if fi-om the fi*ont, side and back at the same 
time and to come at them (to ‘re-view’ them) fi*om unexpected and delightfully serendipitous 
angles. Britten’s love of conundrums and word games (to which Bridcut (2006) in particular 
has drawn attention), many of which rely for their effect on the order in which elements 
(letters, words, or numbers) can be juggled to produce sometimes bizarrely amusing results, 
would seem to stem from the same basic mental ability. It is perhaps equally revealing that, in 
the work in which Britten probably felt he had delivered his most radical and subversive 
message -the War Requiem (1962) -he chose to express it through the framework of a genre 
(a Requiem Mass) so loaded with traditional expressive expectations that his radicalism could 
be transmitted with relative ease. It also offered the prospect that the radicalism need not be so
 ^Britten, a reluctant teacher, carried through this philosophy o f learning from past composers in the occasional 
lessons he gave to young composers. Robert Saxton, for example, reports that much o f Britten’s teaching 
comprised the urging o f composers to write “character pieces”, waltzes, marches, “things that other composers 
have done” (Carpenter 1992, p. 442) as a sound way to learn the craft o f composition.
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drastic; even a mild amount of radicalism is experienced as subversive against a heavily 
traditional background. In a letter to the sculptor Barbara Hepworth of 1962, in response to a 
letter from her in whieh she expresses her admiration of the War Requiem, Britten wrote
I had been treasuring the idea of this work for ages, & endeavouring to find the 
language to express it; just this balance between the old and the new.
Reed and Cooke 2010, p. 400
This is not the statement of a subversive radical, even if the message of the War Requiem was 
meant to be of great importance. On the contrary, Britten suggests that he had deliberately 
gone to considerable lengths not to present his message in a way that would outrage (as 
presumably he felt it would if presented as wholly “new”) but to couch it in a form 
(“language”) from which a certain amount of comfort could be drawn, i.e. “the old”.
It is this very “balance between the old and the new” that can be found throughout Britten’s 
liturgieal musie. Although I believe I have demonstrated that this could be inferred from an 
examination of the music alone, this conclusion is confirmed by numerous statements Britten 
made to this effect. The following, for example, appears in the Aspen speech:
the best musie to listen to in a Gothic church is the polyphony which was written for it, 
and was calculated for its resonance: this was my approach in the War Requiem - I  
calculated it for a big, reverberant acoustic and that is where it sounds best. ^
Britten 1964, p. 11
This statement argues that there exists a certain inextricable bond between an architectural 
environment and a musical texture, style or technique; there exists a species of symbiosis. I 
have argued that it was the pursuit of such a symbiosis that caused Britten to shape his 
liturgical music in the way he did. It should, however, be stressed that it was not for “big, 
reverberant” buildings that Britten, for the most part, composed his liturgical music. Either by 
coincidence or design, it was the Victorian Gothic of parish churches or chapels which 
provided the environment for most of his purpose-written liturgical music: St Mark’s, North 
Audley Street, London, St Matthew’s, Northampton, St Mark’s, Swindon, St Michael’s 
chapel, Tenbury. In his youth, Britten attended St John’s Church in Lowestoft; it is here that
 ^Pevsner described the new Coventry Cathedral as “undeniably Gothic” (1985 p. 66), but this is a connoisseur’s 
opinion expressed in an architectural study. Britten’s use o f the term Gothic to include Coventry Cathedral is 
technically endorsed by Pevsner but is curiously esoteric none the less. In the event, the acoustic o f the new 
Coventry Cathedral did not, in fact, prove ideal. Richard Butt recalled: “Much had been promised for the 
excellence and flexibility o f [the new cathedral’s] acoustics, which was a matter o f great wonder for us all. 
Unfortunately the great wonder never materialized and problems o f balance and audibility, for performers and 
audience alike, were never resolved” (Reed and Cooke 2010, p. 403).
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his first choral pieces were performed and, no doubt, where he had imagined that they would 
be. St John’s too was a Victorian Gothic church.^ The Gothic of which Britten spoke in his 
Aspen speech was surely medieval Gothic. This featured a good deal less as the environment 
for Britten’s liturgical music, although the Hymn to St Peter was written for the impressive 
Perpendicular church of St Peter Mancroft, Norwich and is one of Britten’s most satisfying 
liturgical pieces.
Britten offered no verbal opinion as to what style of music he felt “the best music to listen to” 
in Victorian Gothic, but any opinion he formed about this would surely have been shaped by 
the music he experieneed in St John’s in Lowestoft over many years’ attendance. I argue that 
it is the atmosphere of this church (and others similar to it architecturally) and, crucially, the 
style of churchmanship practised in Lowestoft whieh provides the answer to a key question 
posed in this study: in what way does Britten’s liturgical music relate to the Angliean Church 
Music Tradition?
My contention is that previous scholars who have discussed Britten’s liturgical music in any 
detail either fail to relate it to The Anglican Church Music Tradition or remain mystified by 
that relationship. This is almost certainly because they have failed to understand that tradition 
in sufficient detail. My conclusion is that it is only by understanding the two major branehes 
of that tradition, the Cathedral Tradition and the Parish Church Tradition, and by appreciating 
the historieal reasons for them, that one can demystify the situation and lend extra, contextual 
meaning to Britten’s liturgical music. The necessarily seleetive but sufficiently detailed 
account of Anglican church music’s two branches of tradition provides enough information to 
make it easy to understand not only where Britten’s music fits in, but why there has, hitherto, 
been some difficulty in achieving this. The chief error has been in assuming that the Cathedral 
Tradition is the more genuine or exclusive tradition and that Britten’s music does not 
resemble, in any obvious way, the music which is typically associated with it, namely that of 
Stanford and Howells (although I argue in ehapter IX that Stanford may have provided some 
kind of model for some of Britten’s canticle settings). The spirit of reform which swept 
through England in the second half of the nineteenth century also reached into many aspects 
of the Anglican Church, liturgical music among them. One of the outeomes of this reform was 
the weakening of the individualistic approach to music pursued by the parish church. The 
style and standards of the cathedral were promoted as the true ideals for parish chureh music 
too. Although these ideals were surely not attainable in all (or even the majority) of parish
See www.norfolkchurches.co.uk
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churches, the lobbying was powerfully effective. By the time The Church Anthem Book had 
been published in 1933, it would look as if the reformers and lobbyists had achieved their goal 
and that the Parish Church Tradition had fallen more or less in line with the Cathedral 
Tradition. This was a myth. Although the composers of parish church music were not as 
iconic as Stanford and Howells, they were pursuing an aesthetical agenda as pronouneed and 
well defined as that of Stanford and Howells but different to them.^ It is their aesthetic and the 
spirit of parish church music that provides the context for Britten’s liturgieal music. He was, 
and perhaps remains, the most distinguished composer for it.
It is useful to apply the concepts of outsiderliness and insiderliness when getting to the heart 
of Britten’s relationship to the Anglican Church Music Tradition. Britten was an outsider to 
the chureh for most of his life in the sense that he didn’t attend services or reeeive communion 
from around 1936 onwards.^ Britten was an outsider, too, in the sense that he was not a 
regular ehurch chorister or an organist. But Britten was an insider to the extent that he had a 
considerable knowledge of liturgical music and gained a surprisingly detailed understanding 
of the organ. To this should be added his special ability to write for voices (with a partieular 
sensitivity to boys’ voices, who traditionally provide the top line in Angliean church choirs) 
and his avowed dedication to take account of the “environment and conventions” (Britten 
1964, p. 11), which here means ‘of the parish ehurch’. It is a mistake to look to the works of 
Wood, Bairstow or Howells^ to find the models of convention Britten sought for his liturgical 
music. Those composers were writing for the Cathedral Tradition; Britten was not. Obviously, 
Howells too was a eontemporary, and Britten preferred musical models with some historical 
distance from himself.^ As has already been noted, I argue that Stanford, although not a strong 
influence, was a composer of liturgical music Britten felt compelled to investigate. A 
composer who declares that “I would be a fool if I didn’t take notice of how Mozart, Verdi, 
Dvorak -whoever you like to name -had written their Masses” (Kildea 2003, p. 329) could 
hardly fail to recognise the structural strengths and effectiveness of Stanford’s canticle
 ^Notable (or at least popular) parish church music composers include Caleb Simper (1856-1942), Martin Shaw 
(1875-1958) and Eric Thiman (1900-1975). Gustav Holst (1874-1934), John Ireland (1879-1962) wrote their 
church music for primarily for parish choirs.
 ^Britten’s receiving o f Holy Communion towards the end o f his life during his final illness and its possible 
relevance, is explored by Allen 2002, pp. 446-49 and Elliott 2006, pp. 23-27.
* Howells was certainly not unknown to Britten as a composer or teacher. In November 1931, Britten showed 
Howells his newly composed Psalm 130 and wrote in his diary that he found the older composer to be “very 
encouraging and helpful” (ed. J Evans 2009, p. 88). Britten consulted Howells again over A Boy Was Born (see 
ibid., p. 149). Personal antipathy was clearly not the reason why Britten rejected Howells as a stylistic model for 
his liturgical music.
 ^Naturally there were exceptions to this. Britten’s admiration for Stravinsky, for example, should not be 
underestimated.
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settings. I present the case for Stanford being, like Britten, an outsider; he was an outsider to 
the extent that he took influences from Tradition other than the Cathedral Tradition when 
writing his liturgieal music. Stanford’s liturgical music is now so associated with the 
Cathedral Tradition that it is difficult, perhaps, to regard him as anything other than an 
insider. Yet, I argue, had it not been for Stanford’s outsiderliness in relation to the Cathedral 
Tradition inclinations, he would never have achieved the originality that he did in his 
liturgieal music that is so admired today.
By remaining aloof from the immediate concerns of the Anglican Church, Britten was able to 
exercise his imagination in ways it is not easy to envisage possible for those who were 
intensely involved with Anglican church music. It is clear that Britten sought inspiration from 
diverse sources, some of which would have seemed too secular, and some too remote (from 
the Far East for example) ever to have occurred to a provincial organist and choirmaster. But 
rather than interpreting this to mean that Britten was deliberately composing against a 
Tradition he claimed to be attentive to, it should, I believe, be interpreted as an imaginative 
rethinking of the spirit of the Parish Church Tradition. I have tried to show that this spirit was 
always directed and governed by the broader-minded opinions and tastes of the members of a 
congregation who were always actively involved with the music in their churches as 
contrasted to the situation in cathedrals. Here, a select group of professional officials, keen to 
preserve their Tradition, decided upon a musical policy unmolested by popular opinion. It is 
not so much where (geographically or topologically) Britten searched for his inspiration that 
is the point (although I have attempted to show probable models for Britten’s musical types); 
it is the fact that he found it natural to search at all -natural because it was common practice 
for parish church composers to do this. I believe that Britten found it easer to fulfil his ideal of 
service to the community in the parish church environment than he would have done in the 
cathedral environment. The former proposes engagement with a group of lay people brought 
together as a congregation, joining in worship as an open community. The latter requires an 
engagement of a different order altogether. Gatens correctly asserts that the cathedral service 
is not first and foremost designed for a congregation:
A congregation is welcome but not strictly essential, because the statutory duty of the
collegiate body, the choir, the chapter, is to render daily choral praise for the glory of
God, not primarily for the edification of human listeners.
Gatens 1986, p. 14
In the parish ehurch it is perfectly clear who a composer might serve: it was the congregation, 
the choir, the organist. The music was addressed to them directly and only indirectly to The
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Almighty. In the cathedral, the connections between the servant and those being served is 
harder to define. The congregation never enjoys the same intimacy with the musie, the 
musicians or with the composer that it does in the parish church for the reason that Gatens 
points out. That dialogue Britten so profoundly believed in, where “the listener is one with the 
composer” (Britten 1964, p. 18), although it undoubtedly exists in the cathedral, is harder to 
gauge and perhaps harder to secure. Part of the rarefied experience aimed at in the cathedral 
and part of its particular pursuit of tradition, is the deliberate attempt to preserve the distance. 
The intimacy Britten desired -that was to him sacred (Britten chose the word “holy” in 
relation to it in the Aspen speech) -between the composer, performer and listener (“unless 
these three take part together there is no musical experience” ibid., p. 19) was far easier to 
achieve in the parish chureh.
Britten’s mistrust of musical analysis is perhaps best summed up with, yet again, a reference 
to his Aspen speech. Speaking of his experiences of “working very hard” on Schubert’s 
Winterreise (p. 18) Britten confessed to being “quite daunted when one opens the Winterreise 
-there seems to be nothing on the page” (p. 19). And yet he was persuaded that when the 
music was performed (and listened too with concentrated, involved interest) there was a 
“standard of inspiration, of magic” that was “miraculous and past all explanation” (p. 18). It is 
the connection between “magic” and “past all explanation” that pinpoints Britten’s essential 
suspicion about the potential damage that could be inflicted on music by musical analysis; the 
magic could be taken away by demonstrating the mechanisms by whieh a particular effect had 
been achieved. It is revealing that Britten started this oblique criticism of analysis 
(“explanation”) by admitting that “there seems nothing on the page” (emphasis added). Britten 
clearly didn’t reflect that his own performance of Winterreise was, in itself, an act of 
explanation. This was clearly, not literally, brought out from nothingness; the page carries a 
whole complex of signs loaded with some form of meaning which a performer must present in 
an understandable or meaningful way. Britten offered no recorded written or spoken reflection 
on this obvious contradiction. Yet, in Britten’s realisation of Schubert’s intensions through 
performance, he was acting somewhat similarly to a musical analyst, though his findings 
could be heard, presented in the medium the composer designed, rather than the once- 
removed (or several times removed) medium of the written page. Both activities are 
ultimately concerned with making sense of the messages encoded in notation (though musical 
performance remains -for obvious reasons -by far the preferred decoding practice). This used 
to be called interpretation. Far from dissipating the magic, Britten’s performance-realisation
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brought the magic forth -to  use Britten’s quasi-religious terminology. Britten produced a 
version of the work (only one of potentially many); it was the summation of much reflection 
and choice (the “hard work”) informed by experience, understanding and sensitivity to the 
tensions and resolution of tensions produced by a management of a musical system he used 
almost exclusively -the tonal system.
It is a common apprehension that analysis proceeds backwards, beginning with the magic and 
explaining everything away until one is left with the page with nothing on it. The ridiculous, 
hysterical negative reaction to Sehenker and neo-Schenker analyses is provoked by just such a 
misconception. What I have attempted to achieve in my analyses of Britten’s liturgieal music 
is, in approach at least, something which I hope Britten could have been persuaded was 
similar to his preparation of Winterreise (and perhaps with some equally revelatory results). 
The process starts with an overview of the basic structures (which, though not amounting to 
an empty page, often start with nothing more startling than an ordinary triad) and proceeds to 
account for each of many layers of elaboration comprising harmony, melody, motive and 
texture. It is revealing that even Britten had to concede that “the shape of the musie... is 
clearly visible” (Britten 1964 p. 19) when he suggested (perhaps with deliberate exaggeration) 
that there was “nothing on the page” in Schubert’s Winterreise. The use of the word shape, as 
opposed to phrase or melody, identifies a phenomenon which could, at one and the same time, 
be larger in concept than a phrase, deeper in structure than a melody and conceivably more 
abstract than either phrase or melody. Britten would perhaps allow that such shapes were 
identifiable too in his own music. Provided one was not content to abandon investigation of 
his music on having exposed these rather naked abstractions, but continued to take 
“responsibility” -the adjective Britten used when describing the role of the performer -and 
applied oneself to the job of getting behind or beyond them, Britten would not deny the 
essentiality of these as an important property of the musical expression. Going beyond and 
behind involves engaging with some relevant historical, stylistic, social, cultural and 
biographical detail. This detail complements the purely formal, so that the analyses present 
something more than an inspection of a collection of autonomous musical objects, devoid of 
contexts which help considerably to “explain” (to paraphrase Britten) their meaning and what 
these meanings may be expressing.
I would not claim the skill of the conjuror in evoking any magic in this process, but I would 
claim that Britten has nothing to fear from such an approach which leaves his magic (I 
experience much of Britten’s music as magical in the sense that it removes temporal reality
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whilst listening to it) intact. No matter how good the description of the props and mechanisms 
involved, the clarity of diagrams and accuracy of computations of speed and distance, one can 
never take away the frisson or visceral sensation which accompanies the performance of 
magical tricks in the hands of a great executant; knowing how it is done does not diminish the 
experience of seeing it done. Those who read books on conjuring don’t tire of watching a 
master-conjuror perform them in the flesh.
I argue that the corpus of work which comprises Britten’s liturgical music (and I present 
arguments to support my expanding of the number of works included in this corpus to include 
what I have termed ‘secular liturgical music’ -chapter II) is substantial enough to demand a 
detailed analytical investigation of it. An appreciation of Britten’s art remains distinctly 
unbalanced without it. There is also an imbalance in viewing Britten’s liturgieal music as 
detached from, or even subversive to, a tradition which the composer knew and, to some 
extent, felt part of. If that knowledge of the Anglican Church Musie Tradition did not induce 
in Britten the same amount or type of reticence it typically induced on many Anglican church 
music composers, this should not be read as equivalent to ignoring it or even lacking respect 
for it. Britten had to -and for the most part was relaxed about having to -become adept in 
steering a passage between ‘outsiderliness’ and ‘insiderliness’. This was never truer, and was 
never more tangible, than in his approach to writing Anglican liturgical music, where issues 
of outsiderliness and insiderliness were liable to scrutiny in the music’s every facet: its 
composition, its musical performing resources, its manner of performance, its function as part 
of worship and its suitability to fill the space it was performed in and even the moral character 
of the composer. If there were elements of subversion in Britten’s liturgieal musie (and I 
conclude there are some, and have suggested where these are to be found and what traditional 
conventions they subvert) they were, all the same, never freewheeling or anarchistic, nor were 
they designed to injure it; they always interplayed with convention or tradition in a productive 
way. To be able to make this judgement, which is one I believe the critic should make when 
discussing Britten’s liturgical music in order to preserve -o r reinstate -a  level of its meaning,
I have seen the need to provide a detailed definition of that tradition.
At the time of writing (Winter 2010) the success (the frequency of use) of Britten’s liturgical 
music at acts of worship is more dependent on the fashions of churchmanship and patterns of 
worship than its sheer quality would otherwise fully justify. Liturgical music must take its 
chance in the shifting trends of the ehurch. The liturgical works by Britten whieh function in
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the concert hall (the large choral works and the ever popular Ceremony o f Carols and Rejoice 
in the Lamb, for example) fare as well as ever.
In the parish church, the Choral Eucharist has assumed a dominating importance; choral 
Matins is rather a rare speciality. Britten’s canticle settings, consequently, don’t reeeive the 
exposure they once did. The orchestral version of the Te Deum in C, despite Britten’s 
enthusiasm for it, rarely appears as a concert item. Choral Eucharist has, however, made 
Britten’s Missa Brevis more or less standard repertoire -the Latin text rarely causes offence; it 
is a reasonable assumption that, in churches where a choir capable of singing the work is 
maintained, the churchmanship veers towards High, with more sympathy shown for the 
ancient liturgical language than is traditionally shown in Low Church congregations. Where, 
in the parish church. Choral Evensong is maintained (although Britten’s anthems have not 
achieved the iconic status of the music of S S Wesley, Stanford or Howells), a choir which 
does not have in its repertoire at least one item of Britten’s music {Hymn to the Virgin, Hymn 
to St Peter, Antiphon, or a movement from a longer choral work) surely only reflects the 
personal dislikes of the incumbent choirmaster. It is difficult on purely musical, liturgieal or, I 
argue, traditional grounds, to find any legitimate reason for excluding Britten’s musie.
In the cathedral the situation is different. As the focus of this study has concluded, the natural 
home for most of Britten’s liturgical music is the parish church (to the extent that this exists in 
the form Britten knew it). The essential aesthetical evaluation that this judgement relies upon 
is still tangible today; the legacy of such well formed traditions are not quickly wiped out. 
Although the dividing line between the parish church and the cathedral is not as uncrossable 
as it once was, there is still a natural inclination to regard some of Britten’s liturgieal musie as 
somehow not belonging in the cathedral. This, I conclude, is bound up with the relationship 
between the speed, figuration and energy of Britten’s musie and the acoustic space within 
which it was designed to function and with the way the music communicates to its 
(worshipping) listeners. Further, the intimacy, involvement and engagement that Britten’s 
liturgical music positively invites are too explicit for the generally more detached atmosphere 
cultivated, expected and therefore carefully preserved in the cathedral. There remains 
something distinctly ‘parish churchy’ about the Hymn to St Peter and the Te Deum in C for 
example. In some cathedrals, therefore, Britten’s ‘parish church music’ is treated with 
caution, perhaps even suspicion.
Britten’s canticles present a practical problem in addition to the aesthetical one; establishing a 
satisfactory set is difficult. Although composed as a companion to the C major Te Deum, the
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E-flat Jubilate is a weak composition; its deficiencies make it an unattractive and, I argue, an 
unsuitable partner. The Jubilate in C is not ideal as a partner for the early Te Deum either, 
since it is clearly written by a composer with very different aesthetic goals -the two pieces 
could be thought to have been written by two different composers. This upsets the unified 
quality whieh is ideally sought after in canticle settings.T he Festival Te Deum is not a 
match for either Jubilate and its technical difficulty, in any case, has restricted its appearance 
in the regular cathedral repertoire. Britten’s setting of the Venite is surely too odd a piece to 
find a permanent place in any repertoire (cathedral or parish).
Britten’s Missa Brevis is fi'cquently performed in cathedrals, sung as often now by girls’ 
voices as boys’. This would not have pleased Britten since he so specifically built the sound 
of boys’ voices into the work, but it does at least secure the piece a permanent place in the 
cathedral repertoire.
Choirs not attached to churches, but who choose to sing church music, may sing Britten’s 
church music without the prejudices which follow fashions of churchmanship. It is probably 
here that Britten’s liturgical music will find its most frequent and loyal adherents since it will 
be appreciated for its musical merits alone. Thus detached from the environment that inspired 
it and which, ironically, inhibits its universal acceptance, Britten’s liturgical music may enjoy 
its greatest success yet. It has a continued life independent of the ehurch, whose decline must 
put its frequent performance in severe jeopardy. However, the consequent loss of this 
contextual dimension deprives Britten’s liturgical musie of a layer of significant meaning it is 
in the interest of anybody who cares for cultural history, and for tradition, to try to maintain in 
the mind if not in the flesh.
After the “symphonic sweep” which Stanford achieved in his canticle settings, the unity a composer achieves 
between the different canticle settings o f a service has become an important measure of their worth.
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Ex.V.l. Thomas Webster, 4^ Village Choir 1847
(Copy of a Print from the Vietoria and Albert Museum in London, where the painting is 
exhibited.)
Ex.Va.l. Britten, Psalm 150: structure
Section 1 
C major
Lively March 2/4
Section 2 
F major 
ZfgAr/yV/S
Section 3 
A major 
Fgry lively 6/8
Section 4 
C major 
Lively March
m nor
Ex.Va.2. Britten, Psalm 150: section 1, ‘a’ theme period
Section 1 
bar, Î
68
*
(!)
78
21
86
())
C major: 1
28
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Ex.Va.3. Britten, Psalm 150: section 1, ‘b’ theme period
L
b a f :
X
1ST
Ex.Va.4. Britten, Psalm 150: section 1, closure
b a rn s
C major: I IV bm n I
Ex.Va.5. Britten, Psalm 150: opening, descant 
Bars 1-5 : Expected form:
Har-
mony: I
Expressed form:
V7
Harmony: I VI V7
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Ex.Villa.L Britten, A.M.D.G., ‘Prayer V
V - i
C ---
Ù ..... —j .. "M ....................
X T
Ex.VIIIa.2. Britten, A.M.D.G., ‘God’s Grandeur’: motifs x and y
with the gran-deur of God-----chaigedThe world
Ex. Villa. 3. Britten, A.M.D.G., ‘God’s Grandeur’: mutations of motif y
y
m
bars
i n k #— m— #— # ..................... p~~i m #----- 1—k #— #-----— 1 #----
a
bar 8
V(9- SI
bar 12
\>0 II
bar 25 bar 28 bar 29
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Ex.VIIIa.4. Britten, A.M.D.G., ‘God’s Grandeur’: background structure bars 24-34
Ex.VIIIa.5. Anthony Burgess, This Man and Music, 1982, p. 133: rhythmic notation to a 
sestet from The Windhover of Gerard Manley Hopkins
m  r ~ i  r  ' j ~  ,i
Brute beautv and valour and act, oh, air, pride, plume, here
„ r - j - i
Buckle! AMD the fire that breaks from thee then a billion
r p
O my chevalier!
JU .
f .Times told lovelier, more dangerous
 — J" — ^ I
No wonder of it; sheer plod makes plough down slUion
4" X - \ ^.I %.... ..—1....
Shine, and blue-bleak embers, ah my dear,
« I .   J . . . . . J . i Z  j  1 J  « — 4
Fall, gall themselves, and gash gold-vermilion.
Ex.VIIIa.6. B r i t t e n , ‘The Soldier’: background structure
m
D major: 1 (,VI II jjll I
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Ex.VIIIa.7. Britten, A.M.D.G., ‘The Soldier’
1,V17
Ex.VIIIa.8. B r i t t e n , ‘Heaven-Haven’: background structure
a
// ]
.....
Dmaj/min: I V in îv I i
Ex.Villa. 9. Britten, Hymn to St Cecilia: background structure
A minor
Key: Cmaj Emaj A min/maj/min Cmaj
Section: 1 2  3 4
Ex.Villa. 10. Britten, Hymn to St Cecilia: triadic structure
E
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Ex. Villa. 11. Britten,^ Wedding Anthem: harmonic frame
m
Ex.VIIIa.l2. Britten, ^  Wedding Anthem
Ex.VIIIa.13a. Britten, Wedding Anthem: section 3 middleground graph
.-r
109 119
ant. = anticipation
in. = incomplete neighbour tone
nt. = neighbour tone
Ex.VIIIa.l3b. Britten, A Wedding Anthem: section 3 deep middleground graph
j  '—^  ^ Ü  6  J
..............
&
A miA. ; il'*' I - f c 5 S - -  1
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Ex. Villa. 14. Britten, Wedding Anthem: opening scale
Lydian ?
Whole tone ?
Ex.VIIIa.l5. Britten, ^  Wedding Anthem: triadic connections
Ç
Ex.VIIIa.l6. Britten, Wedding Anthem: structural sketch
m
Ex.VIIIa.17. Britten, ^  Wedding Anthem: voice-leading detail
ÉE
--zà.
 VT.
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Ex.VIIIa.18. Britten, ^  Wedding Anthem: triadic connections
Bx.VIIIa.l9a,b,c,d,e and f. Britten, Wedding Anthem: ‘wedge’ motifs
a) Chorus: “And may the Holy virgin”, 
bars 29-32
b) Tenor solo: “yet thro Him”, 
bars 127
m w é i
r  f - f i f  r  rr
c) Organ part. Duet: “These two”, d) Duet: “Amo Ergo’ 
bar 145 bar 153-156
e) Duet: “Ergo Sum’ 
bar 170-171
f) Chorus: “Per vitam”, 
bar 195-198
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Ex.VIIIa.20. Britten, Hymn to St Peter, structural summary 
Section: 1 2 3
Tempo: Stately QuicMy and lighly Stately
Keys: Dmaj
4 Coda 
Freely (Stately)
G mm
G minor triad
Ex.VIIIa.21. Britten, Hymn to St Peter, chord progression, section four plus coda
Coda
E-flat major triad Mixolydlan cadence
Ex.VIIIa.22. Britten, Hymn to St Peter, pedal ostinato, section three
Mixolydlan
B minor
Ex.VIIIa.23. Britten, Hymn to St Peter, summary harmonic analysis, section two
G minor triad
Ex.VIIIa.24. Britten, The World o f the Spirit, plainsong theme Veni, Creator Spiritus
■i—», r—- j—-,
F.
Ér T  * " r
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Ex.VIIIa.24a. Britten, The World o f the Spirit, section three, ‘The sun, the moon, the stars’
1
f f
*  $  *  * *  *  *
Ex.VIIIa.24b. Britten, The World o f the Spirit, section nine, ‘The world is charged’
m
Ipc
Ex.VIIIa.25. Britten, Antiphon: structural frame
Intro. 'He our 
foes”
'Lord, thy 
praises"
'Fraiséd 
be the God'
Coda
Ban 6 16 25 35 42 52 63 75 Ï06
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Ex.VIIIa.26. BnUQn, Antiphom Tonnetz, showing chord progression bars 12-16
A
Ex.VIIIa.27. Britten, Antiphon: Tonnetz showing progression bars 16-24
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Ex.VIIIa.28. Britten, Antiphon:
Tonnetz showing progression bars 101-102
F
Ex.VIIIa.29. Britten, A Hymn o f St Columba: melodic make-up of bars 16-30 
. . bars 26-30
Balinese scales transcribed by Britten:
  ^- e - i to.-o -
Penny's gamelan 
(nearUbud legong) 
[Britten’s caption]
Ubud-Legong (as Britten wrote it down)
M3H 4nrr
Ubud-Legong transposed
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Ex.VIIIa.30. Britten, A Hymn o f St Columba: melodic shapes a and b
Ex.VIIIa.31. Britten, A Hymn o f St Columba: 
rhythmic levels
i !
Ex.VIIIa.32. Britten, A Hymn o f St. Columba: reduction analysis 
section A section B section A1
.... S... f
i < ..........  \-------------- -— -
u.................
iii I 6
Ex.VIIIa.33. Britten, Rejoice in the Lamb: tonal structure
transitional
~5) : J ........ - ..... --- „ ------ fitL - ...h... . = q
.— ......................gj-----m l.— ^ .........................
—f< . ...... ...... m................  .............
section 1 2+3 5 6 7+8 9+10
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Ex.VIIIa.34. Britten, Rejoice in the Lamb, section seven: tonal structure
3
Emin: i V
Ex.VIIIa.34a. Britten, Rejoice in the Lamb, section seven: motif detail
step up
w
4th
Ex.VIIIa.35. Britten, Rejoice in the Lamb, section 1
Lydian collections
Lydian
Ex.VIIIa.36. Britten, Rejoice in the Lamb, “cat” solo: expansion of A major, fig. 12+1
Xi 1
jk:
A maj: I V  I
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Ex.VIIIa.37. Britten, Rejoice in the Lamb, section seven: ‘slide’ motif
If
Ex.VIIIa.38. Britten, Rejoice in the Lamb, section eight: expanding pitch range
Î i I i
Ex.VIIIa.39. Britten, Rejoice in the Lamb, section nine: harmonic regions testing pedal F
-------- j
    ..
Lydian
£
Ex.IX.la-c. Britten, TeDeum in C: arpeggio shapes
bars 61-69 
’'Heav’n and earth’
bars 73-79
"The glorious company'
bars 91-95 
"The noble army"
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Ex.IX.ld-f. Britten, TeDeum in C: arpeggio shapes
p I j
bars 106-110 
-The Father of.,,”
bars 119-123 
"comforter”
bars 130-134 
"Thou art the King"
Ex.IX.2. Britten, Festival Te Deum: melodic connection
bar 3 "We praise thee* bars 53-56 "Thou art the King’
Ex.IX.3. Britten, Festival TeDeum: "blood" chord
352
Help Thy ser
Whom Thou hast re deem - ed with Thy pre-eious
Whom Thou hast re deem ed with Thy
ed with Thy pro * oiousdeem
3
Make them to be aum 
cresc.
belli with Thy Saints ia
Make them to be num - ber’d with Thy Saints in
cresc.
blood. Make them to be 
cresc. ,
num - herd with Thy Saints in
blood Make them to be num -> herd with Thy Saints in
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Ex.IX.4. Britten, Jubilate in C: tonal structure
War Requiem 
motif
Cmaj:
ban I 6 26 38 57 91 105
Ex.IX.5. English Hymnah plainsong accompaniment by J.H. Arnold to hymn no. 737
CRUXFfDEUS.
1_— .T L..;..."Tfk ■m ■ '■] ii % " * ht d- *Ri Hi • Hi
m t ...."
Ifone in fo-Uass  ^m m  in Jhdt ihy peer may U j
Sioeet -est vxtodjandswcef-csi i  -  rant Sweet-est wdght is hungm fkee.
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Ex.IX.6. Britten, Missa Brevis, ’Sanctus’, bars 10-12
ei tor - taH«-fiîstiiiie»**üett«r - r* glo i^-» to
?îwaiiitsatCiTO.Îl et 'te r  -  re  glo-rl-e ta  -  ** Ple^leaatcw îi et
Fi«»m«mtciieli et ter - r* glo-ri*»Ple^i*ttatc*e.îi et ter - r» gTO^i-e ta
Ple*RÎ eaat cee-îi et ter » r& gîo»rî - a  tà
n (."""""'ï''"-!!
g J o - t l - a  ta
Pie-fti #uat«ie*n et te r *■ ra glo-ri a.
Britten, Missa Brevis: tonal background of ’Sanctus’, bars 10-12
v m
è U M
F r~ iE T W
s m
p = m f
Dm^: I vi i» H6 k V I vî
" # — —
m ne k V
Ex.IX.7. Interval content of the main theme of ‘Agnus Dei’ of Britten’s Missa Brevis 
compared to the main theme ‘Libera Me’ from the War Requiem 
1 1
m I la
2 1
1 2 
I 1 I-------
..
1 1
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Ex.X. 1. Britten, A Ceremony o f Carols: third content in the main theme of ‘ Wolcum Yole! ’ 
$
bar 7 (treble I) bar 7 (treble III)
r - i  r - ,
 .....,  ' , L j j " ' j '
bar 40 (treble I)
I----------- 1
   v~^z
p
I___ I
Ex.X.2. Britten, A Ceremony o f Carols: third content in ‘Wolcum Yole!’
ban 1 38 77
Ex.X.3. Britten, A Ceremony o f Carols: chords, bars 9-10, ‘Wolcum Yole!’
..i ... 1—1t-— .. i : ..p... i~~|w I f : ; .. ...........il
bars 9-10
Ex.X.4. Britten, A Ceremony o f Carols: harmonic-centre structure of ‘Wolcum Yole!’ 
I -^-------------- 1
E '...
Ex.X.5. Britten, A Ceremony o f Carols, ‘There is no Rose’, bars 29-34
Glo
celex
celex ex
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(Ex.X.5. -cont.)
(W « de a - mat,
Gau <De
Oau • deDe
w :e
Ex.X.6. Britten, A Ceremony o f Carols, ‘There is no Rose’: complex of thirds
Ex.X.7. Britten, ^  Ceremony o f Carols, ‘Balulalow’: harmonic structure 
I— I ,— ,
m i pt sc
F| min: i VI
pn = passing tone
//
F|nW: m  V
Ex.X. 8. Martin Shaw, /  o f a Maiden, from The Oxford Book o f Carols
15th century Martin Shaw
SOLO VOICE
maid • en That is makè - less;sing
all kingsKing
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(Ex.X. 8. -cont.)
OHEOKUS {VERGES 2.3. &4)
SImv
2. Hm cdm& sdl so still
3. He came all so s #
4. He cmm all so still
&
Where Ins mo 
To his mo 
Where his im
- n«: r was, As
- tWr% bowr. As
- ther lay. As
m
=ï
so still. As
ther was, As
ther% bowr, As
ther lay. As
2,3,4. He caim all so still.
2. He came aH so still
3. He caroe afl so still
4. He can» ail so stiU
Where his mo 
To Ms mo 
Whfaehis mo
i
so still.2,3,4. He came all so
pril That fall- eth on the
pril That fall-eth on tfe
pril That fall - eth on tW
dew
dew
grass,
flower.
spray.
Ex.X.9. A comparison between the rhythm of Shaw's I  Sing o f a Maiden and Britten’s ‘As 
dew in Aprille’ from ^ Ceremony o f Carols
Shaw
I sing
r + r
of a mai-den that is makè - less;
r ~ r ~ T m r — r
Britten
(ma - kè-less)
r  I'f ^ r  T~~T If r u^ r pH?'
Shaw
King of all kings
Of r r If
To her son she ches.
+ r -------------- r— ^
Brrnm■■flf r r If qj-p-pff'— f—  ^ ^
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Ex.X. 10. Britten, A Ceremony o f Carols, ‘As dew in Aprille’: basic harmonic structure
wm. — :— .■6».
Ex.X. 11. Britten,X Ceremony o f  Carols, ‘In Freezing Winter Night’: middleground voice- 
leading
       ^ ^
É
ÎT
Ex.X. 12. Britten, A Ceremony o f Carols, ‘Spring Carol’ and ‘Adam lay i-bounden’: basic 
harmonic structure
; r )
Amin:
A maj: Vi3 I
// i IV 
V o V I v y . V
Ex.X. 13. Britten, The Birds: comparing the end to the beginning
the beginning
Ex.X. 14. Britten, New Year Carol: compound structure 
'3  S
Voices
? * ^III ir X
Ex.X. 15. Britten, New Year Carol’, bars 18-22
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D,S.
that dowires and the hn-j
Ex.X. 16. Coverdale's Carol, traditional English melody
TcEtî BIUcs Coverdale
..f  ii""^ ...... f—..... .....
----1 U f ... r ......1'"::'^^::^ -----X—^
Now bless - ed be tiiou, Christ Je * su. Thou art man bom,.
.....^
this is...".... true: Wfli our. poor—  flesh. our poor blood. Was.
. ....
clothed flat ev - ver - las - ting Good.
Ex.X. 17. The Big Ship, traditional children’s song
Oh the ig ship sails on the al - ly - a l  - ly-oh, the al - îy -a l  - ly-oh, the
lyl-al -  ly-oh. Oh rite big ship sails on the al - ly-al - ly-oh, on tibe h a  day of Sep - tern - her.
Ex.X. 18. Britten, Christ’s Nativity', motivic connection -  movement 1, ‘Christ’s Nativity’, 
bars 14-17
- £ ^ 9 .. .......
J
# ------# ------ .... # — » — # --------------
— #
-movement 3, ‘Preparations’, bars 1-4
r— J — 1
§
-movement 5, ‘Carol of King Cnut’, bars 1-4
#  #'
m
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Ex.X. 19. Britten, Christ's Nativity: harmonic structure 
roots moving by thirds
""TVi'"" i I"'""'-"".... ............ ........ ----- — . -------
— ::h szz .. ....
^ ..........1.............1.......... y —
O m ^il IV VI I m  #I V I
Bx.X.20. Britten, Christ’s Nativity, ‘Carol of King Cnut’: middleground and foreground
Skg
^  sempre
my mas - tern, smg
a? Sing
Sing,------- $ing.
gio ri al smg.
Ex.X.21. Britten, A Boy was Born: harmonic background of the pedal solo introduction to 
variation VI, ‘Noel’
aslir-r-: Ar*r:-------- rf^----r-=^ —#—W 
: 1
Us
1
.... m
1 U
m ^ = = = ..............J . i....... -----------rrWr----- ----- ------------ -
..............I" 8.. =r-==Æ ttè=—-----^ 8-4-----
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Ex.X.22. Britten, A Shepherd's Carol: voice-leading detail
bars
%  maj: I IIV
Ex.X.23. Britten, A Shepherd's Carol: basic structure
 " ■- ■ ■ '   - - . . . . . . .  . . . . .
Bass solo Tenor solo Alto solo Sporanosolo
........ k #  ' ...... #"3...h ...-.. ............... j-------------------
— ÏÆ.___ A ___ 4 5 L J ___...................
................... ......................  ...
------p . ....#  -M m ------ p _
Refrain
Ex.X.24. Picardy, French traditional carol, from The English Hymnal (1933), no. 318
1 2 3
Composite chorale melody from Britten’s Chorale after an old French Carol
#..------------ e- o ... -I9..... ~ o ..........p
i L J L
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Ex.XI.l. Maurice Duruflé, Prélude, Adagio et Choral varié: bars 31-39 {Adagio)
Poco meno lento. J=i
apincere
(!) Version pour
Versfon for tm  moKuaU organ.
Sin.
Fe<f. <?.
P» — Bourdon 
■»SalicionaI8
Bit. -
R . +  Bourdon 8, Voix humaine, p  »  
tremolo (ou Hautbois 8, à  
défaut de Voix humaine) '
Sis. 4* Sfop, d/tfp. 8, là r  humam, 
fremulont [or Oboé 8, if  ,  
/ht Vox humons is loeking)
Ch.'^Stop, diap 
+  SoUdonat 8 ù e ÿ %r z '
at )/ P  —
çm si remntido
Péd. +  Soubâsse 16 
Pad. hr Stop. diop. 16
Tempo #=68 poco cedeiido
Péd. E.
Ped, Sw.
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(Ex.XI.l. -cont.)
Britten, Rejoice in the Lamb, section six, ‘For the flowers’
Slow (J=54) 
{Lento) T E N O R  SO L O
F or th e  flo w ers  a re  g rea t
aimays very smooth
For the  flo w ers are g rea t M es - For the
f lo w e r s  h ave th e ir a a  “ g e ls th e
express.
II — '
For the flow er g l o - r i - f i e s
FP
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Ex.XL2. Maurice Duruflé, Prélude, Adagio et Choral varié: récit between the Prélude and the 
Adagio
R .  Bourdon 8 , fro in p ette  
P . Bourdon 8 , S a lio io n a l 
P e d . S ou b nsse 16
Stv, Stop, dtop, 8, Trumpet 8 
€ h . Stop. (iiap. 8, Sotictofwl 
Ped. Stop. diap. i$
Lento, quasi reeitatlvo. Jrso
F e d . P. 
P e d .  Ch.
se tttp re  c r e sû .  .
R + Flûte
Ch. 4* P iute i
—y
ru èk fo n m i to  ' m c m le rn n d o a n im n to
Molto rit. Tempo J=5o
t  f  i"  , , ,
R . +  F lute 8, +  Gambe 8 , +  Hautbois 8, -'Trompette, -H a u tb o is ,-F lû te , -B ourdon, •}• Voix céleste 
Flute 8, ^  Gamba 8, -¥Oèoe 8, Trumpet, '^Oboe, . -F lu te ,- ‘Stop.diap.drVox angelico
Enchaînez
C ontinue
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(Ex.XI.2. -cont.)
Britten, Rejoice in the Lamb, section eight, ‘For H is the spirit’ 
Hecit.
Slow (JLenio)
j g ?  B A S S  S O L O
an d  (h e r e .fo r e  h e  i s  G od.
r» —tP e d .J  (3 2  f t
f i k f
an d  th e re-fo re  h e  Is  G od.
(7S
an d  th e r e -fo m F o r  L i s  lo v e
T R E B L E S
And there fo re  h e
A L T O S
A nd fhere fbre  
jgrTENORS
A nd there-fore h e
C H O IR  B A S S E S
For M Is m u-sick  and  th e re -fo re  h e God. A nd there-fore h e
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Ex.XI.3a. John Rutter, Christ the Lord, 1971
38 Rutter: Oirist the Ixjrd is men again
stor’dj
>-
re
97 How the pe ni -  tent for-
- l u - i O f  a i  ~ i s  — ta
AH - How we too maycresc.
A l - le ta
IÔ3
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Ex.XI.3b. William Matthias, Praise Ye The Lord, 1981
in the
K  A
. : / r  P '
Praise ye him, all his an -  gck: praise;----- ye him, aü his
'  . -  - > ■  ........ -
L A # # , ,  A ..à ,- .
sun « id  moon:
hosts.
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Ex.XI.3c. Bryan Kelly, O Be Joyful, 2003
Animato J = 126raU.
pas
S7
E n - te r  his . gates witih
thanks, w ith  thanJte-g iv-ing and  im  co m ts w ith
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Ex.XI.4. Britten, Prelude and Fugue on a theme ofVittoria: the role of the third in the 
Prelude
....................... ............................................................................................................................................................................. f f ...j ; — ...= := = ^
5 ^
........... TT
Ô... 9 —
S 6 9 (0 II (5
Ex.XI.5. Britten, Prelude and Fugue on a theme ofVittoria: plot of fugal entries
inverted entries false entries
| S  I
bar 56
Ex.XI.6. Vittoria, Ecce Sacerdos Magnus: counterpoint in bar 11 and in bars
Ex.XI.7. Prelude and Fugue on a theme ofVittoria: countersubject of Fugue, bars 56-57
 F r  ^ r r  r n r P r
fugue subject
inverted fugue subject
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